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Abstract 
This dissertation presents a qualitative study of managers in the middle of labor 
negotiations between labor unions and an elected board. The qualitative research method was 
used to determine how public managers’ draw meaning from situations in which they find 
themselves engaged, during and around negotiations.  Qualitative research allowed me to closely 
analyze the experiences of the city and county managers conducting labor negotiations.  I 
identified key individuals in city and county management within the United States and examined 
their personal experiences and industry knowledge to determine how they manage and make 
meaning out of these experiences.   I explored how the challenges of working for a politically 
elected governing board with various influences such as partisan politics and labor unions may 
affect city and county managers’ views of their experiences. This study contributes to the 
research on the study of managers in the middle of labor negotiations between labor unions and 
an elected board. There is currently a lack of literature available on the study of managers in the 
middle of labor negotiations between labor unions and an elected board.  
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CHAPTER ONE 
INTRODUCTION 
 My interest in politics and governance comes from years of studying and observing 
political ineffectiveness.  During my high school and college years I studied and observed 
numerous issues and attempted to understand how some decisions, made in the political 
environment, failed to represent “good government.”   My passion for understanding politics 
fueled my desire to become a part of the process to make it better.  Now I serve as a county 
manager and face many challenging issues on a daily basis.  My particular interest involves the 
process of conducting labor negotiations and reaching a contract settlement in a politically-
charged environment.  This issue came to my attention because of my experience conducting 
employee negotiations.  The process tests the city or county manager’s ability to maintain fiscal 
restraint, please an elected board, satisfy employees, and survive the negotiation process without 
losing the support and credibility of the board, employees and the public.   
 A city or county manager receives his or her appointment to office by an elected board of 
supervisors.  Because a city or county manager is an “at will” employee, the board may remove a 
city or county manager by a simple vote of the majority.  The underlying rule regarding this 
position involves an understanding about his/her appointment: you remain an employee of the 
board as long as your decisions are consistent with the elected board’s direction.  However, when 
things do not go well, the majority of the elected supervisors may vote to remove you at any 
meeting with or without a reason.  This proves quite challenging when elected officials fail to 
agree.   
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The relationship between the city or county manager is further tested during labor 
negotiations with employees because the settlement involves taxpayer dollars raised by an 
elected political board.  The board answers to the public regarding the size of the settlement and 
the cost of contracts to taxpayers, putting the board members in danger of losing local support 
and re-election. 
 In the past 20 years I served as the top appointed official in two Minnesota Counties, I 
have observed elected supervisors who are amazingly predictable in their direction and others 
who changed paths drastically due to the influence of internal or external sources.  I have been 
involved in closed meetings in which some elected officials felt that all employees should take a 
10 percent pay cut, while others believed that employees were not being treated fairly if they 
only received a 3 percent general adjustment, and a step increase, if it applied. These conflicts 
challenge city and county managers to reach an agreement with employees represented by a 
union organization with political affiliations. Trying to reach a settlement which both the elected 
political board will approve and the employees will accept, without giving away excess taxpayer 
dollars, becomes an endurance test.  
 The ultimate challenge and reward in labor negotiations involves reaching a negotiated 
settlement which the governing board will accept, and which the employees feel is appropriate 
for the work they perform.  Not achieving this can result in mediation, arbitration, a strike, and 
possibly the removal of the city or county manager.  I have observed managers getting removed 
for, in the political board’s eyes, favorable contract terms, for not giving enough compensation, 
or for giving too much.  Within a negotiation session I have been accused both of “giving away 
the farm” and not giving the employees enough.   
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 Open meeting and public information laws make this process even more complex.  
Because negotiations exist in a politically-charged environment, I hope to learn how managers 
navigate this process, work with elected boards, and encounter and resolve ethical dilemmas in 
reaching agreement and settling contracts without losing the support of the board.  I want to 
describe and make meaning of their experience by providing an insider account of employee 
negotiations, as told by the city and county managers engaged in this work.   
Problem Statement, Purpose, and Significance 
The number of city and county mangers in the United States continues to rise, while the 
number of younger professionals entering the field continues to shrink.  According to the 
International City/County Managers Association (ICMA), there were in 2013 over 3,600 city and 
county managers within the US in areas with a population over 2,500 (“Inside the Yearbook”, 
2013).  City and county managers conduct labor negotiations, a risky role for those so engaged in 
the process. During 2012, 6.6 percent of all the managers in the United States were fired, forced 
to resign, or pressured to submit their resignations (Moulder, 2012).   Over 78% of dismissed or 
pressured managers describe poor economic conditions, political pressure, or personality 
conflicts with the elected board as reasons for leaving their jobs (Moulder, 2012).  
My study examined the experiences of managers caught in the middle, attempting to 
satisfy political boards, employees, and the public during labor negotiations managers who, with 
scarce resources, are caught in the middle.  Contentious labor negotiations threaten relationships 
between managers and employees, particularly if employees suspect deceptive practices during 
bargaining (Provis, 2000).  Managers who use such tactics reduce trust and potentially exploit 
cooperative bargainers (Provis, 2000).    
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Political pressures affect board behavior during labor negotiations.  An elected board 
stands for election every two or four years. The elected political board may seek, just prior to 
elections, political contributions to its personal campaign from the actual bargaining units 
engaged in bargaining. Sometimes elections and collective bargaining even occur at the same 
time. The managers often find themselves caught between a short-term political gain needed by 
boards to win elections, and the need for a consistent labor force to provide services. 
Circumstances surrounding labor negotiations potentially threaten the employment and 
careers of managers.  Understanding how managers experience and make meaning of this 
challenge may increase understanding of this difficult role and provide insight into the ways 
managers manage the threats and goals associated with this process.  
My study examined how city and county managers negotiate employee contracts while 
simultaneously representing their governmental unit (the elected governing board), and 
attempting to satisfy employees and members of the public.  I have made a contribution to the 
literature on city and county level governance by focusing on how managers experience the more 
contentious aspects of their role during labor negotiations. This included their preparation and 
experience, and the ethical dilemmas encountered during labor negotiations. 
Research Question 
 I adopted the following research question: How do city and county managers engaged in 
labor negotiations describe and make meaning of their experience, and how these experiences 
affect their actions?   
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This study examined the experiences of city and county managers’ while negotiating, on 
behalf of their elected governing board, to execute labor agreements with collective bargaining 
units for their employees.  
City and county managers will appreciate this study for a number of reasons, but 
predominantly for the following three critical reasons. First, treating all personnel matters on the 
basis of merit is one of the twelve tenants of the ICMA code of ethics which directly relates to 
labor negotiations and pay adjustment.  Tenet 11 states that city and county managers should 
administer all matters of personnel on the basis of merit so that impartiality and fairness govern a 
member’s decisions pertaining to pay adjustments (“ICMA Code of Ethics”, 2015).  Second,  
with the lack of economic resources in government, city and county managers are being forced 
into difficult negotiations over such matters as decreasing workforce size; filling vacancies; 
furloughs; overtime;  across-the-board cuts; and increased employee contributions to benefits 
(“ICMA Striking a Balance”, 2015).  Third, the city and county manager profession is aging, 
according to ICMA over 88% of all city and county managers in the United States in 2012 are 
over 41 years old (“ICMA Statistics and Data, n.d.) 
Definition of Terms 
The following terms have been adopted for this study: 
City manager: A person not publicly elected, but appointed by a city council to manage a city 
(dictionary.com, 2015). 
Collective bargaining: Refers to negotiations between an employer and a group of employees to 
determine conditions of employment, such as wages, working hours, overtime, holidays, sick 
‐ 6 ‐ 
 
leave, vacation time, retirement benefits, health care, training, grievance methods, and any rights 
to company participation (dummies.com, 2015). 
County administrator or county manager: A person appointed to be the administrative 
manager of a county, in a council-manager form of county government (wikipedia.com, 2015). 
Elected: Chosen by vote, as for an office (as contrasted with appointed):  
an elected official (dictionary.com, 2015). 
 
Employee: A person working for another person or a business firm for pay (dictionary.com, 
2015).  
Governing board: A board that manages the affairs of an institution (thefreedictionary.com, 
2015).  
Labor union: An organization of wage earners or salaried employees for mutual aid and 
protection and for dealing collectively with employers; trade union (dictionary.com, 2015). 
Politics: The science or art of political government, the practice or profession of conducting 
political affairs. To engage in political intrigue, take advantage of a political situation or issue, 
resort to partisan politics, etc.; exploit a political system or political relationships 
(dictionary.com, 2015). 
  
‐ 7 ‐ 
 
Chapter Two 
Literature Review  
In this literature review I will describe and analyze the existing research on city/county 
management and the issues arising in and around labor negotiations between bargaining units 
and public sector city and county management.  I will review the broad themes, tensions, 
limitations, gaps and theoretical frameworks presented in scholarly essays and in studies as they 
relate to city and county managers engaged in labor negotiations.   
I located the studies considered for this review by conducting a general search of these 
keywords: negotiation, labor, public, city, county, management, manager, administrator, union, 
and collective bargaining in the primary academic indexes.  
I have organized my findings into the following broad themes, below: Historical 
Development of City/County Management Profession, and Current Issues Relating to this 
Profession; and Employee Negotiations.  I conclude my review of literature by identifying and 
explaining the major tensions and gaps found in the research literature and the theoretical 
frameworks that could be used for new research on this topic. 
Topical Literature 
Historical Development of City/County Management Profession, and Current Issues 
Relating to this Profession 
The development of professional city and county management in the United States has a 
long history. The first city manager in the United States was appointed in 1908 in Staunton, 
Virginia (Svara & Nelson, 2008).  The rapid growth of the profession was tracked by Arnold 
(1986): the number of city managers went from 31 in 1914 (p. 4) to 370 in 1929 (p. 6), to 1774 in 
1967 (p. 24) and then rose to 2,420 in 1990 (Svara & Nelson, 2008). 
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According to the ICMA (Inside the Yearbook, 2012), in 2013 there were 3,671 city 
managers in the United States in cities with a population of over 2,500.  For cities of over 3,500, 
49 percent had city managers in 2007 and 370 counties had a county manager (ICMA Frequently 
Asked Questions, 2007).  57 percent of cities with a population of over 5,000 have a city 
manager (Inside the Yearbook, 2012).  
Despite this growth, a succession problem is looming. The ICMA’s 2012 survey on the 
state of the profession indicated that fewer managers were entering the profession.  This issue is 
exacerbated by the age of current city managers: 63.3 percent are over the age of 51, and just 
11.4 percent are under the age of 40 (Moulder, 2012).  Frisby (2003, p. 2) also documents this 
decline in younger managers, from 71 percent under ager 40 in 1971 to just 18 percent in 2000.  
There are additional concerns about the future of the profession.  Numerous studies 
demonstrate that there is a shrinking workforce in the US.  80 million baby boomers born 
between 1946 and 1964 are moving into their retirement years: the generation replacing them 
(Generation X, made up of those born between 1965 and 1981) is only 46 million strong 
(Lancaster & Stillman, 2005, p. 1).  While the generation following Generation X - those born 
between 1982 and 2000, and known as the Millennials - is much larger, at 76 million, it has only 
begun entering the workforce in the last ten years (Lancaster & Stillman, 2005, p. 1).  With aging 
county/city management, this forthcoming increase in the workforce may come too late, however 
and at least temporarily lead to a shortage of qualified candidates to lead city/county 
organizations.   
Indeed, 58 percent of local governments consider staff retirement to be a significant 
problem (Keller, 2008, p. 7).  In 2005, a CPS Human Resources Services survey in Anaheim, 
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California, made evident that no less than 75 percent of all executive managers, administrative 
managers, and middle managers were eligible for retirement by 2010 (Henderson, 2008, p. 1).  
The same study by Henderson also revealed that half of the workforce of the city of Plano, Texas 
would reach retirement eligibility in 2006.  Yet, according to a 2009 International Public 
Management Association survey 2009, only 25 percent of public organizations have a succession 
plan.  Those without one cited insufficient staff and lack of funding as barriers to the production 
of such a plan (“Benchmarking Report 2009,” p. 1).  
It is not only the difference in size between Generation X and the Millennials that is of 
concern: it is that both appear to have a somewhat different set of values and different work 
goals from previous generations.  Gen Xers are typically more skeptical of large institutions and 
uncomfortable with layers of bureaucracy thus making it more difficult to lure them into public 
management (Lancaster & Stillman, 2005).  By the age of 20, this group had watched 23,000 
hours of television, including watching the media call into question many American institutions,  
among them the presidency, military, organized religion, corporate America, and – most 
significantly for city/county management purposes -  state and local government (Lancaster & 
Stillman, 2005, p. 8).  When surveyed, 80 percent of this group felt that time with family was 
more important than challenging work and a high salary, and only 17 percent of Gen Xers 
thought a lifetime career with one company was a good goal (Lancaster & Stillman, 2005, p. 8).  
Of particular significance to city/county management is a 1999 Brookings Institute survey which 
found a 25 percent reduction over 20 years in students taking their first job out of college in 
government (Frisby, 2003, p. 4).  Worse yet, a Council for Excellence in Government survey in 
2004 found that of 17 to 24 year olds surveyed, only 33 percent found a career in government 
appealing.  33 percent stated it was not appealing at all, and only 19 percent said they were very 
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likely or extremely likely to consider working in local government (Henderson, 2008, p. 2).  
Even younger students obtaining master degrees in public policy, according to Gardener, 
DeMesme, and Abramson (2002), are leaning toward seeking employment in non-profit or 
private sectors, rather than the public sector.   
Research specifically on city/council management underlines this looming shortage of 
managers.  Results from the 2013 ICMA State of the Profession Survey, for example, indicate a 
fewer number of managers entering the profession.  In 2002, a survey conducted at the Cleveland 
State University Urban affairs classes indicated that 87 percent of the students had not even 
considered a career as a city, town or county manager (Frisby, 2003, p. 7).   
Perhaps it is not just generational demographic shifts and changing values that are 
affecting the number of city/county managers entering the profession.  The significant challenges 
inherent in the role may also threaten the quality and number of candidates willing to risk their 
careers.  First, there appears to be significant and growing mistrust of government at the federal 
and state levels: according to a study by Keller (2008, p. 7), 77 percent of the public say they 
have only some or very limited confidence in their topmost layer of government, while 38 
percent say they have some trust in the federal government to handle social issues such as the 
economy, social security, health care and education (O’Neill, 2008, p. 4; ICMA Strategic Plan, 
2008, p.5).  Similarly, state and local governments have faced brutal criticism in recent years 
with their handling of occurrences such as Hurricanes Rita and Katrina and the collapse of I35W 
bridge in Minneapolis (Keller, 2008).  O’Neill (2008) claims that the pressure of instantaneous 
24/7 media has substantially affected the behavior of local government officials and the public 
perceptions of local government and officials.  
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Complicating such pressure and criticism is the issue of accountability.  In the private 
sector companies are accountable to the corporate board and shareholders, and the focus is 
necessarily on customers and serving their needs.  However, in the public sector, the question of 
who is the customer is more complex.  Niven (2006) goes so far as to call it one of the most 
perplexing questions in this sphere, as it depends on an individual’s perspective.  Logically, the 
legislative or governing board may consider themselves the customers, but it could also be the 
constituents, or those providing or receiving the service.  For law enforcement, for example, who 
is the customer?  Is it the criminal or the general public receiving police services, or someone 
else (Niven, 2006)?   
 Difficult financial times also challenge managers.  Such challenges are unlikely to be 
short-lived: projections by the Congressional Budget Office and General Accounting Office 
confirm long term federal fiscal problems (O’Neill, 2008).  State governments, also, face rising 
costs in social issues, education and transportation, leaving local governments utilizing an 
increased amount of undependable revenue sources (O’Neill, 2008).  Wealth inequality has 
drastically increased over the years, placing greater pressure on local governments: from 1962 to 
2004 the gap between the wealthiest 1 percent and the typical household has increased from 125 
times to 190 times (O’Neill, 2008, p. 7).   
Finally, the profession is inherently rather precarious in nature: appointed managers serve 
at the pleasure of their governing body, meaning they can be fired or removed by a simple 
majority vote (ICMA Frequently Asked Questions, n.d.).  Of the 3,671 city managers in 2013 in 
US cities with a population of over 2,500, 6.6 percent had been fired, forced to resign or were 
under pressure to resign (Moulder, 2012).  Of that group, 78.1 percent cited poor economic 
conditions, political pressure, or personality conflicts with the elected board as the source of their 
‐ 12 ‐ 
 
situation (Moulder, 2012).  The profession necessarily operates within such a highly politically–
charged environment.  Perhaps this is never more evident, and managers never more vulnerable, 
than when they are engaged in employee negotiations, the subject of the next section of this 
literature review.  
Negotiations are discussions between two parties i.e., labor and management aimed at 
reaching an agreement.  In collective bargaining work, the process of negotiation is one of the 
most critical activities because the agreement reached is the basis for setting the rules for how 
labor and management will work together, settle grievances, establish wages, establish benefits 
and establish how, what and when labor will perform work duties.  Negotiations and how they 
are managed and conducted are one of the most critical elements of a private or public manager’s 
job duties, often correlating to his or her success or failure.  However, recent trends have shown 
a decrease in bargaining between professionals and non-professionals, thus decreasing shared 
understandings from the past.  Practices that exist may not be accepted and the mere existence of 
such practices will not compensate for inequalities of power and skill (Provis, 2000, p. 145). 
Herrman (1994) described eight key ground rules for resolving conflict in local 
government. These rules could apply to any type of challenge in negotiations and labor issues in 
the public or private sector.   According to Herrman (1994) the ground rules are to:  1) share all 
relevant information, 2) be specific, use examples, 3) explain the reasons behind your statements, 
questions, and actions, 4) focus on interest, not positions, 5) keep the discussion focused, 6) not 
take cheap shots or otherwise distract the group, 7) be able to disagree openly with any member 
of the group, 8) be able to discuss un-discussable issues.  Within these ground rules, Herrman 
(1994) outlined three values that reinforce each other and increase the success of a resolved 
conflict; they include valid information, free and informed choice, and internal commitment. 
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This lack of clarity about the identity of the customer is evident in the competing interests 
involved in collective bargaining.  In some cases the parties across the table from the employer 
may view themselves as the customer or the vendor of services.    
Relevant Literature on Analytical Theory 
I used two primary theories to analyze the existing literature on city/county management 
and the issues arising in and around labor negotiations between management and bargaining 
units in a politically-charged environment.  The theories are frame theory and policy theory.  I 
selected them as most useful on the basis of my own twenty years of experience participating in, 
and observing negotiations in such an environment.   
Frame Theory 
Some theorists argue that all human activities are, to a certain degree, designed or framed.  
Goffman, for example, sees human interaction as akin to a scripted play with roles, costumes, 
stages and sets (Kivisto, 2011).  Within this “dramaturgical sociology”, he sees “the creation, 
maintenance, and destruction of common understandings of reality by people working 
individually and collectively to present a shared and unified image of that reality” (Kivisto 2011, 
p. 260).  Significantly, in The Presentation of Self in Everyday Life (1959), he describes how 
opposition is pushed into the private realm to present agreement on the public front stage: 
A social establishment is any place surrounded by fixed barriers to perception in which a 
particular kind of activity regularly takes place.  I have suggested that any social 
establishment may be studied profitably from the point of view of impression management.  
Within the walls of a social establishment we find a team of performers who cooperate to 
present to an audience at a given definition of the situation.  This will include the conception 
of own team and of audience and assumptions concerning those that is to be maintained by 
rules of politeness and decorum.  We often find a division into back region, where the 
performance of a routine is prepared and front region, where the performance is presented.  
Access to these regions is controlled in order to prevent outsiders from coming into a 
performance that is not addressed to them.  Among members of the team we find that 
familiarity prevails, solidarity is likely to develop, and that secrets that could give the show 
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away are shared and kept.  A tacit agreement is maintained between performers and 
audience to act as if a given degree of opposition and of accord existed between them.  
Typically, but not always, agreement is maintained between performers and audience to act 
as if a given degree of opposition and of accord existed between them.  Typically, but not 
always, agreement is stressed and opposition is underplayed.  The resulting working 
consensus tends to be contradicted by the attitude toward the audience which the performers 
express in the absence of the audience and by carefully controlled communication out of 
character conveyed by the performers while the audience is present.  (p.238) 
Hanson (2001) states that the style of the performance is dependent upon the roles and the 
individual self, with sometimes actors choosing to play the socially scripted role and perform a 
traditional play as written.  Other times, the performance becomes improvisational theater where 
the actors have adjusted the script and changed their role to have a reflection of their interactions 
or backstage convictions in the play (Hanson, 2001). 
Edelman Policy Theory – The Political Spectacle 
According to the Encyclopedia Britannica (2008), a theatrical production plans, 
rehearses, and presents a work to an audience at a particular time and place by live performers, 
who use either themselves or inanimate figures, such as puppets, as the medium of presentation.   
That we all behave as if in a theatrical production is the central premise of Murray 
Edelman’s book Constructing the Political Spectacle (1988).  In some ways this seems an overly 
simplified way of understanding our professional, social and private interactions, yet arguably, 
we do all play different roles in the “productions” in of our lives at work, at home and elsewhere.  
To fully understand such productions, we not only need to pay attention to what is publicly said, 
the emotions displayed, and the metaphors and symbols used,  but also to the private theatrical 
productions taking place to fully understand, and predict, the future course of actions.  Edelman 
(1988) guides students, scholars and professionals thus:  
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Some critics contend that anyone who believes that realities are constructed and multiple 
must also believe that they are equally valid, but that conclusion does not follow.  On the 
contrary, the notion of reality construction implies that some are valid and other not.  
There are multiple realities because people differ in the situations and their purposes (p. 
6). 
Social scientists who deny that there are many worlds cut themselves off them vital 
modes of observation and interpretation; but they reject their intellectual and moral 
obligations and their capabilities if they do not also recognize some realities as their 
capabilities if they do not also recognize some realities as more valid than others for 
those who construct them and for social analysts (p.6). 
Edelman further suggest that all actions and interpretations are connected with the initial 
situations, 
As just noted, actions and interpretations hinge upon the social situation in which they 
begin; including the language that depicts a social situation.  The language that interprets 
objects and actions also constitutes the subject.  Political leaders, like all other subjects, 
act and speak as reflections of the situations they serially confront; their diversities and 
inconsistencies are statements of those situations, not of a persistent “self,” for the kind of 
stability in action that transcends situations with varying political inducements has never 
existed (p.9). 
Edelman (1988) reviews the framework that gives birth for political action in its 
environment that it is communicated in a framework that gives political action, talk, writing, and 
news reporting a different manner from that taken for granted in politicians statements and in 
conventional social science writing.  Accounts of political issues, problems, crisis, threats, and 
leaders now become devices for creating disparate assumptions and beliefs about the social and 
political world rather than factual statements (Edelman, 1988).  According to Edelman in theory 
one could say it is not much different from a theatrical production or a script than in today’s 
world, a primetime reality TV show which in part includes some scripting and some real people 
creating their own reality.  Edelman (1988) discusses the concept of fact,  
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The very concept of “fact becomes irrelevant because every meaningful political object 
and person in an interpretation that reflects and perpetuates an ideology.  Taken together, 
they comprise a spectacle which varies with the social situation of the spectator and 
serves as a meaning machine: a generator of points of view and therefore of perceptions, 
anxieties, aspirations, and strategies.  The conventional distinction between procedures 
and outcomes loses its salience because both are now signifiers, generators of meanings 
that shape political quiescence, arousal, and support or opposition to causes.  The 
denotations of key political terms become suspect because leaders are not originators of 
course of action, problems are not necessarily undesirable conditions to be solved, and 
enemies need not do or threaten harm.  Instead, the uses of all such terms in specific 
situations are strategies, deliberate or unrecognized, for strengthening or undermining 
support for specific course of action and for particular ideologies (p. 10-11). 
This along with the creation and enforcement of policies reflects the rationalization of 
dominant news coverage along with dominant ideologies it almost impossible for people to 
follow the theoretical script and every moves, non-moves made which then “plainly, problem 
construction is a complex and subtle occurrence, a facet of the concurrent formation of the self 
and of the social sphere, integrally linked to the endless construction and reconstruction of 
political causes, role structures, and moral stances (Edelman, 1988). 
 Furthermore, Edelman (1988) explains that because of this mix of reality and ongoing 
construction and reconstruction of themes, the actual social problems that our political leaders 
are to fix are impossible to verify due to the construction that furthers ideological interests, its 
explanation is bound to be part of the process of construction rather than a set of falsifiable 
propositions.  All of this is spectacle, production, script and it creates a perfect venue to construct 
and use of social problems.  Edelman (1988) theorizes that these productions construct problems 
as a means to justify outcomes or as some would say solutions.  These constructions of social 
problems are traditionally communicated with messages of fear with negative consequences with 
every individual playing their role knowingly or unknowingly in any given spectacle.   
This process is not necessary self-conscious or deliberately deceptive.  Those who 
recognize that the attachment of a favored course of action to a problem will get them 
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what they want can easily persuade themselves of the rationality and morality of their 
rhetorical appeals as part of the process of persuading others (p. 22).  
Edelman (1988) discusses that when these actions and non-actions are reported in the 
media, these then often are accepted as the official report of actions which are often very 
remotely close to what actually took place.  This again is done for various reasons and is 
accepted by people for one reason people do not have the time to follow all of these productions 
and need “cliff notes” or “soup daily summaries” of actions, or non-actions that are considered 
most critical as well as indications of what is anticipated with a next episode or projection.  This 
is a completion and some will win domination in the news and some will fade are forgotten 
regardless of the importance from any perspective (Edelman, 1988). 
The news, then, conveys some covert information about the set of problems of which the 
public is aware, even when it purports to deal with a specific issue.  The world people 
experience as the wider setting for their everyday lives is a chameleon world that 
transforms its contours with the changing cures that news accounts convey: the context of 
public knowledge and of problems that complete for attention (p.29). 
 The lesson of this as Edelman (1988) describes as pervasive phenomenon is that in 
politics there can be no conclusive test of the logical or empirical relevance of language or other 
actions.  A verbal or physical gesture that takes the form of a response to a problem frees 
concerned groups to bargain in line with their resources: money, tactical skills, public sympathy, 
and bilateral or multilateral accommodations with one another.  Ambiguous language is a sign 
and a facilitator of bargaining (Edelman, 1988). 
According to Edelman (1988) in this theater production, the audience plays a key role in 
accepting a construction of a social problem, unless their audience is receptive to the depiction of 
a condition as a problem, leaders and interest groups cannot use it to their advantage.   
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The construction of problems, then, is as much a way of knowing and a way of acting 
strategically as a form of description; and it is often a way of excluding systematic 
attention to history and to social structure as well.  The challenge, for those who act and 
those who try to understand, is to recognize the range of meanings and of strategies 
implicit in each item that emerges from the radiation of signifiers (p.36). 
Edelman (1988) states that those who act, as the leaders, in each case the leader will 
personify a range of fears and hopes as a sign, leadership combines wide ambiguity and strong 
affect.  And, those who assist, the staff, provide guidance, advice and perspectives along with 
strategies which can be taken or not taken in consideration.  This is ultimately decided political 
will along with what has caught the attention of the people, the masses which seek to support 
political leaders that they see as bring solutions by dealing with the problems which provides a 
sense of security from constructed threats (Edelman, 1988).   
But for followers leadership also entails fear of hostility from the powerful and anxiety 
about their competence, related emotions that have been conspicuous in the chronicle of 
human history and have not demised with the emergence of modern civilization and 
culture.  The greater the concern with politics or with particular governmental policies, 
the more intense this complex of feeling becomes.  Leaders and enemies reinforce each 
other as the components of the political spectacle that lend it emotional depth as well as 
the intellectual satisfaction that springs from the transformation of uncertainty, 
ambivalence, and complexity into an understandable phenomenon (p. 40). 
Edelman (1988) believes that the leaders and their helpers create their own story lines 
along with other storylines and their story lines will focus where they want the media and people 
to focus on; it is their goal to leave impressions and to continue the production.  Edelman’s 
(1988) political theatrical spectacle helps to create systems, polices and realities that do not 
necessarily provide means to most needed outcomes and what it this theatrical production 
actually achieves is more of the same which is making problems scarier, more feared and 
continues the ongoing construction of the problem.  How any issue or item is moved forward 
relates to more on what is getting the attention of the media, how it is reported and what is 
captivation the attention of the masses which leads to solutions are non-solutions and far from 
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what is needed in any given setting.  The production must go on and it does and as it illustrated 
with the following paragraphs: 
The very construction of the spectacle through the daily acts of officials and interest 
groups illustrates that point.  In one sense they cope with problems, threats, and 
opportunities as they carry on the process of government; but every action also helps 
construct beliefs about their status as leaders, allies, adversaries, or enemies and about the 
relevance or irrelevance of their acts for particular audiences.  The construction of a 
spectacle and everyday political action are the same thing, thought the presence that they 
are separate helps legitimize official actions.  (p.125) 
This construction of the spectacle storyline will always involve “the language of promise 
that desired political goals will be reached similarly illustrates the sense in which 
language constructs what people experience as their subjectivity.  Political language 
consists very largely of promises about the future benefits that will flow form whatever 
cause, policy, or candidate the writer or speaker favors.  Promises of peace, prosperity 
and other inversions of current fears win support for actions portrayed as the avenues to 
this brighter future.  These “means” consist very largely of unequal sacrifices in the 
present; cuts in social benefits, restrictions on civil liberties, unemployment, taxes, 
military drafts, and wars.  (p. 114) 
Earned trust and ethics of leaders are utilized in labor negotiations between unionized 
employees represented by collective bargaining units and city/county managers representing the 
employer’s and employee’s interests, putting substantial strain on the ethics and trust our work 
and education have fostered while achieving an accepted settlement.   
During labor negotiations the ultimate trust in each other is pushed to the limits just prior 
to a compromise to reach an agreement or the fall out of not reaching an agreement.  Within the 
actual act of negotiating and outside of the negotiating room, a manager finds themselves being 
pulled by the politics of elected officials and the trust and ethics built with employees. 
Summary 
In this section, I reviewed two theoretical frameworks that I can use to analyze the 
literature on existing research on city/county management and the issues arising in and around 
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labor negotiations between bargaining units and public sector city and county management. One 
is frame theory and the other is policy theory.  Frame theory can help illuminate the environment 
in which negotiations are conducted between bargaining units and city and county managers.  
Policy theory may help to explain how and why these negotiations sometimes have various 
influences and issues within the process off conducting negotiations between bargaining units 
and city and county managers.  In the following section, I will present the methodology I will 
utilize to conduct my study. 
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Chapter Three 
Methodology 
Selecting a study design to correspond with a chosen research question is a critical part of 
any study (Merriam, 2009).  I adopted the qualitative research method to determine how public 
managers’ draw meaning from situations in which they find themselves engaged, during and 
around negotiations.  I adopted qualitative research as a method because it allows me to closely 
analyze the experiences of the city and county managers conducting labor negotiations.  I 
identified key individuals in city and county management within the United States and examine 
their personal experiences and industry knowledge to determine how they manage and make 
meaning out of these experiences.   I explored how the challenges of working for a politically 
elected governing board with various influences such as partisan politics and labor unions may 
affect city and county managers’ views of their experiences. 
I selected qualitative methodology because it allows me to do an in-depth analysis of how 
city and county managers deal with labor negotiations in a politically-charged environment. 
Qualitative methodology has gained increasing importance in the social sciences and applied 
fields, such as education.  Its framework allows researchers to explore concepts by asking broad 
general questions to collect detailed views of the participants and to uncover the unexpected 
(Marshall & Rossman, 2011). 
To answer my research question, I identified relevant definitions and theories and applied 
those to the experiences of city and county managers.  I explored how their experiences related 
to their positions, responsibilities, and the political climate surrounding labor negotiations.  The 
next section describes the relationship between my research question and the qualitative research 
method, and how I conducted this study.   
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Qualitative Research 
Qualitative research is a process based on methodological traditions of inquiry used to 
explore a social or human problem (Creswell, 2013).  The researcher conducts the study, 
building a comprehensive picture and reporting detailed perceptions of the interviewed subjects 
(Creswell, 2013).  Qualitative research assists in understanding how the participants perceive and 
make meaning of their experiences by examining how the events surrounding the participants 
impact their reality (Maxwell, 2005).  Qualitative research is largely exploratory, and is used to 
gain an understanding of underlying reasons, opinions, and motivations, to provide insights into 
a problem, or to help develop ideas or hypotheses for potential quantitative research (Wyse, 
2011).  It can be used to uncover trends in thought and opinions, allowing a more comprehensive 
understanding of problems or issues (Wyse, 2011).  In my study, qualitative research will be 
used to understand how and why the challenges of working for a politically-elected governing 
board, with influences which include partisan politics and labor unions, affect city and county 
managers.  
The first characteristic of qualitative research is the researcher’s role as a primary 
instrument for collecting and analyzing data (Merriam, 2009).  This increases the emphases on 
context, meaning, and the potential for researcher subjectivity.  Qualitative research is unique in 
placing the researcher in the middle of the data-gathering phase.  The researcher is not only in 
the center, but is also the instrument by which information is collected (Roller, 2013).  This 
closeness provides an in-depth understanding that may prove beneficial in the analysis and 
interpretation of outcomes, but also increases the chances of researcher bias.  
‐ 23 ‐ 
 
A common attribute of qualitative research is its flexible and inductive nature.  Flexibility 
can be built into the research design by adjusting the sampling procedures during the data 
collection process, based on data findings (Ryan & Bernard, 2000).  The methods of data 
collection in qualitative research vary using unstructured or semi-structured techniques, 
including small focus groups (group discussions), individual interviews, and/or 
participation/observations (Wyse, 2011).  A benefit to qualitative research is the ability to 
explore the meaning of data, even when theories fail to explain the phenomena (Merriam, 2009). 
Additionally, a qualitative research approach provides a vehicle for the researcher to understand 
the research subjects’ choices and behaviors, through their lenses, which are shaded by their 
personal experiences, traditions, cultures and life events (Maxwell, 2005).   
Through qualitative questioning, I was able to draw a connection between the managers’ 
profession and their chosen negotiating process.  This helped in understanding behaviors, and, if 
these behaviors form patterns over time, what sense, understanding and meaning the participants 
make of those behaviors.  The research method lends itself to seek deeper meaning and 
understanding of those behaviors and ultimately the consequences of those behaviors. As 
Merriam says, “The overall purposes of qualitative research are to achieve an understanding of 
how people make sense out of their lives, delineate the process (rather than the outcome or 
product) of meaning-making, and describe how people interpret what they experience” 
(Merriam, 2009, p. 14).  
This method of research provided in my research the needed in-depth understanding of 
the underlying factors that influence human behavior in city and county labor negotiations.  In 
addition, I utilized phenomenology to determine how public managers make meaning of these 
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experiences and challenges of negotiating with unions, on behalf of a politically-elected 
governing board and labor unions.  
Phenomenology 
Phenomenology is a qualitative research methodology inspired by the branch of 
philosophy concerned with the phenomenon of human consciousness, and is a reflective analysis 
of life-world experiences (Moustakas, 1994).  It is an attempt to study the experiences and the 
processes with which research participants engage.   Moustakas (1994) considered the founder of 
phenomenological research, believed research should focus on the wholeness of the experience; 
that the experience and the individual’s behavior are inseparable and form an integrated 
relationship.  The phenomenological method utilizes the researcher’s own subjective 
background, experiences, and knowledge to interpret the research participants’ decisions, 
experiences and outcomes in a very close, intimate fashion; indeed, the researcher is sometimes a 
part of the process being studied.  This method allowed me, with my research participants, to 
learn more about the meaning of a process, to understand both why a situation occurred, and how 
the managers gained meaning from the situation.  It gave me a lens through which to examine the 
professional work, specifically the labor negotiation situations, which participants have 
experienced.  
The German philosopher Edmund Husserl (1970), who established the school of 
phenomenology, said the phenomenological method focuses on individual processes and 
experiences, but should be carefully transparent with the need of epoché – “suspension of 
judgment”.  The researcher must keep individual judgments and experiences in check, and/or 
suspended as much as possible, for the sake of the integrity of the research.  The purpose of my 
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study is to understand the experiences of these professional public managers from their 
perspective in order to learn more about the process of their professional work conducting labor 
negotiation.  This method will draw meaning from the actual lived experiences in a political 
environment as it relates to these managers’ professional work.   
Institutional Review Board 
In conjunction with this proposal, I sought approval from the University of St. Thomas 
Institutional Review Board (IRB) by submitting the appropriate forms (see Appendix A).  The 
IRB form was completed in April, 2017 and did explain the protection of the participants and 
insure that the ethical requirements relating to the standards for conducting this research are 
followed (see Appendix A). After approval, I began formal recruitment of the participants. 
Recruitment and Selection of Participants 
After I requested and gained permission to conduct my study from the University of St. 
Thomas Institutional Review Board, I recruited participants from city and county managers 
within the United States with specific identifiable characteristics I believed would be beneficial 
to the study.  The criteria for participants in this study included (a) being a seasoned city or 
county manager with a minimum of 3 years of experience, (b) working in a city or county with 
organized labor unions engaged in collective bargaining, (c) serving cities or counties that have a 
minimum population of 20,000, and (d) working with an employee pool greater than 200.  
I utilized some of my informal and formal contacts to gain access to interviewing 
managers.   I recruited about fifteen volunteer candidates by accessing contacts from my 20 plus 
years of professional network.  My background gave me instant access to city and county 
managers within Minnesota and in other parts of the United States.  I have conducted pilot 
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interviews to determine that I am gathering focused data.  In order to have an orderly, direct and 
focused process, I utilized purposeful sampling which is a judgmental, selective, and subjective 
method of selecting a group (Patton, 1990, 2002).  Sometimes this type of non-probable 
sampling is also known as purposive sampling (Merriam, 1998): a researcher selects research 
study subjects based on his/her experience and knowledge that may lead to greater understanding 
of the phenomenon being studied (Bloomberg and Volpe, 2008). 
I began with an initial phone call or email to discuss a potential participant’s interest in 
involvement with the study.  In the initial conversation I ensured that all necessary protections of 
individual, private and protected information, as outlined in the IRB form (see Appendix A), are 
performed.   I obtained participant permission before conducting interviews.  All of the 
individuals and their locations were given fictitious names to protect their anonymity.   I also 
provided an opportunity for participants to ask questions about the research.  Of course, I did not 
use any deception or coercion in this study, and all participants did remain free to withhold 
answers or to withdraw from the process at any time.  
Data Collection 
I asked the city and county managers to participate in open-ended taped interviews either 
in person or over the phone.  They were expected to answer questions regarding their 
background, work history, and any difficult situations involving employee negotiations in a 
politically-charged environment.  I collected my data primarily through interviews.  In this type 
of research, as Marshall and Rossman (2011) note, the researcher is the instrument, and is 
fundamental to the methodology of the study. Thus, my own personal reflections are included in 
the research.  These will be based on situations involving labor negotiations that I have observed 
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during 20 years in a management capacity, in one city and two counties in the United States.    
When possible, I also tried to triangulate the data with written newspaper articles.  
I have told the participants that the research findings will be used for a public doctoral 
study.   Participants will have the opportunity to withdraw from the data collection at any time 
and if they do so, I will destroy the data pertinent to them.   Participants did also have the 
opportunity to refuse to answer any of the interview questions.  The table 1 provides a list of 
participants interviewed for this doctoral study with basic categorical information for each 
participants and jurisdiction. - pseudonym, collective bargaining laws, categorical jurisdiction 
size – large, middle or small, categorical years of experience – longer, middle or shorter, and 
pseudonym of jurisdiction.  
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Table 1 
Pseudonym 
Collective 
Bargaining 
Laws 
Categorical 
Jurisdiction 
Size 
Categorical 
Years of 
Experience 
Pseudonym of 
Jurisdiction 
Derwood Beckner Yes  Large  Longer  City of Columbus 
Elwood Emerson Yes  Large  Longer  Population County 
Scott Olson Yes  Large  Longer  Xavier County 
Elle Ingram  Yes  Middle  Shorter  Jackson Hole County 
Urban Itasca Yes  Middle  Middle  Nuthatch County 
Eddy Kohn Yes  Small  Middle  City of Nantucket 
Monica Lee Yes  Large  Shorter  Yellowstone County 
Ulysses Needham Yes  Small  Longer  City of Goodness 
Craig Nelson Yes  Middle  Middle  Deadwood County 
Quinn Nowacki Yes  Middle  Shorter  Norman County 
Nelson Perbix Yes  Large  Middle 
Yellow Medicine 
County 
Nick Quality Yes  Small  Shorter  Youngstown County 
Bill Smith Yes  Small  Middle  City of Johnson 
Eli Utica Yes  Large  Longer  Donaldson County 
Chris Tolbert Yes  Middle  Middle  Jackson County 
Kevin Fairbanks Yes  Small  Middle   Edwards County 
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A qualitative research approach clearly adds value to a study because of the additional 
content knowledge and perspectives it generates.  Interviewing was one of the most useful 
aspects of this research.  Among the city and county managers to be interviewed, there was some 
with specific public administration schooling, and some with training that was not specific to the 
public sector.  I conducted about fifteen interviews with participants viewed to have significant 
power and influence in their organization.   These were either the city or county manager or the 
top manager leading negotiations.   
Interviews, such as these, are called elite interviews by Marshall and Rossman (2006), in 
that the researcher selects the person based on their expertise in areas relevant to the research (p. 
155).  I expected to find common themes in these field interviews, and expected that the main 
strength of this approach will be based on applying my own experiences and knowledge to the 
data (Marshall and Rossman, 2011). 
While it has many advantages, it is nonetheless important to point out some of the 
drawbacks of qualitative research.  The ICMA, for example, in its white paper Striking a 
Balance, points out the inevitability of there being missing voices in any study, because it is 
impossible to interview representatives from jurisdictions of every possible population size, 
geographic region, and type of government structure (2012).  
I have categorized my interview questions in order to help the participants ease into the 
interview and initially began with some warm-up questions.  Next, I proceeded to specific 
questions about their occupational experiences, to gain a better understanding of their situations 
involving elected boards and bargaining units.  The interviews concluded with open-ended 
questions to learn more of their experiences than has been disclosed in previous responses.  
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These questions are provided as a framework for the interview, but may not be the exact 
questions utilized. Example survey questions are listed below:  
Warm-up Questions 
 Do you have a preferred anonymous name? 
 How many years have you been in city or county administration? 
Occupational Questions 
 What is the total population of your jurisdiction, the number of employees, and the 
size of the budget? 
 How have you been involved in negotiations in each of the jurisdictions you have 
worked in? 
 Please tell me about the effectiveness of your role in negotiations between the elected 
political board and your employees. 
 Can you describe the most awkward situation in which you have found yourself 
during collective bargaining? 
 How did that situation make you feel? 
 Can you describe a situation in which you felt your ethics were challenged during 
collective bargaining? 
 How did that make you feel? 
 Can you describe a situation in which you felt the board or the employees did not 
honor past commitments? 
 How did that make you feel? 
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 Can you describe a situation in which you were frustrated with the reasoning of either 
the elected political board or your employees? 
 Please describe the situation in which your ethics and values felt the most 
compromised? 
 What was that like? 
Concluding Questions 
 How well did your college or university prepare you for the situations you have just 
described? 
 What or who prepared you the most for the compromising situations in which you 
found yourself in? 
 Are there any other questions I should have asked, or things you would like to share? 
I asked probing follow-up questions to clarify answers and draw meaning from 
experiences.  I also called participants to follow up with additional questions, to have a more 
focused and detailed analysis on certain aspects of the interviews.  
Data Analysis 
I recorded each interview with a digital recorder and converted it to a draft transcript.  I 
then uploaded the transcripts to the NVivo research software to code the data.  I read all of the 
transcripts, analyzed and organized the data by major themes within the research question, and 
coded the transcripts within those themes.  I took these themes and determined which are similar 
to previous findings.  I then further reviewed the concepts of the analytical theorists in my 
literature review: to formulate underlying themes and messages; to organize them into categories 
and chapters; to draw meaning from the data; and to interpret the meaning through personal 
reflections of experiences and past research.   
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It is critical to explain and disclose that I am both a data component of this research and 
an individual who is often a participant in situations similar to those of my research participants.  
As such, I could demonstrate bias in viewing and understanding the data.  In my years of 
experience, I have had excellent relationships with labor unions, city councils and county boards.  
I have also had experiences which have been less-than- pleasant, and in some cases bordering on 
the unethical.  With my great interest in this field of research, I certainly expected that other 
managers will have had similar experiences to mine.  I needed to keep an open mind and ensure 
that I did not infuse any bias and past experience into the analysis of this research.  This research 
will prove to be a critical tool as my own bias remains clear, and as I have gained an 
unobstructed view of the entire situation through the research. 
Reliability and Validity in Qualitative Research 
 Many of the participants have achieved their status and position through hard work and 
years of experience.  Regardless of how participants have attained their position, as the leader of 
a city or county, they hold perceived power:  unfortunately, in some cases the power and 
influence is merely granted through the position of the appointee. There can be disadvantages to 
interviewing elite participants, such as these, as Marshall and Rossman (2011) discuss.  The 
primary challenges involve access, fitting the interviews in between busy schedules, confining 
the interviews to a format, and sometimes accommodating the wishes of the interviewee (p. 156).  
However, the advantages of interviewing elite participants far outweigh these disadvantages: 
with the combination of their extensive institutional knowledge and their ability to provide an 
overview, their input is highly valuable.   
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Similarly, this phenomenological method of study which I used has both strengths and 
limitations (Yin, 2009).  The strengths include the richness of the phenomenon and extensiveness 
of the real life context; the limitations involve the difficulties in interpreting the data (Yin, 2009). 
Additional challenges relate to the knowledge of the participants that have been 
interviewed.  One of the primary challenges is that these experienced practitioners tend to 
believe that because they are highly knowledgeable, others listening to them carry the same level 
of knowledge.  Given this, it was critical to emphasize the importance of detailed explanation 
and to make sure the participants explained themselves throughout the interviews.  Secondly, 
some of the participants have had 30 plus years of experience in the field, and recalling the 
details of some of their best data will be a challenge.  However, I anticipated that by asking 
thought-provoking questions and by seeking clarity in the answers or data obtained, accurate 
recollection will be possible. 
As previously mentioned, I used in this study my 20 years of taking part in labor 
negotiations at various levels of management in cities and counties in the United States.  This 
proved to be a valuable part of the research: my experience has provided me with an extensive 
knowledge of collective bargaining; insights into labor issues and contracts; and the ability to 
know the right questions to ask of the right participants.  I also knew of existing labor 
negotiations with unique circumstances surrounding their open labor agreements.  As valuable as 
this is, it was critical that I only insert myself into the analysis, and not into the actual interviews 
or field observations. This potential researcher bias and the effect on the participants could affect 
the validity of the study.  I needed to gain assistance from my dissertation chair and committee to 
insure that potential researcher bias does not affect the study. 
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Yin (2009) discussed how data collection follows formal protocols, while the specific 
outcomes of information are not predictable (p.69).  With this in mind, I have added myself as an 
instrument to my research tools.  Marshall and Rossman (2011) concluded that when the 
researchers are used as instruments, their presence in the lives of the participants is critical to 
qualitative research (p. 112).  My city and county management experiences also proved to be a 
key source of data, in addition to the positive aspects these experiences have provided in my 
primary forms of data collection.  
Ethics 
 Both Merriam (2009) and Creswell (2013) stress the importance of considering ethics 
during the entire research process.  The validity and reliability of the study is dependent, to a 
large extent, on the overall ethics of the researcher (Merriam, 2009). This study was completed 
with the highest level of ethics and I took great precautions to protect the confidentiality of the 
participants.  
I was the primary person with access to the data acquired during the research process.  
Dr. Rigoni, my dissertation chair, as well as other members of my dissertation committee, could 
access the data.  I used pseudonyms for all participants and their jurisdictions in order to 
maintain the highest level of confidentiality.  I kept records of this study – the recordings, 
transcripts and notes of the interviews - in a confidential manner.  I stored the records 
electronically on my personal computer and external drive accessible only by me utilizing a 
password to protect the files. Within two years of gaining approval for this study from the 
University of St. Thomas IRB (see appendix A), and six months after a successful defense of my 
dissertation, I will delete all recordings, transcripts and notes of the interviews.  Participants will 
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have all of the protection of the IRB and have signed the IRB consent forms prior to their 
interviews.  As an individual in this field, I was very aware of the sensitive nature of the material 
we have discussed and have insured full confidentiality to the participants.  Knowing the 
challenges and difficult situations some of the participants have been through, I gave them both 
them an opportunity to end the interview at any time and also the opportunity to read the 
transcript to ensure the transcript is accurate. 
Summary 
 Every day city and county managers are challenged to reach consensus or to compromise 
while working on numerous civic issues, but labor negotiations may be the most difficult of these 
challenges.  Having served in city and county management for the past 20 years, I have observed 
numerous instances in which I saw seasoned managers effectively tell the truth, skirt the truth, or 
possibly not tell the truth, to try to reach a settlement with their employees which was acceptable 
to their political board.  
The purpose of my study is to determine what meaning can be gathered through the 
experiences managers have had during negotiations.  I conducted open-ended interviews with 
public managers on their work experiences, and how they had an effect upon the manner in 
which they conducted negotiations - often conflicted situations.  After I concluded the 
interviews, identify the relevant themes, and thoroughly understand and organize my data, I 
planned to analyze and interpret my findings and apply theories to my study to determine if my 
study confirms or challenges previous research.  This study evaluated the roles of professional 
city and county managers during labor negotiations.  How did they manage the tension between 
employees and the elected political board and respond to each entity’s needs?  How did they 
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respond to situations that challenge their core beliefs and what they have learned about the 
principles of fair collective bargaining?  How did they navigate a very difficult position between 
doing what is right (and in so doing risk losing their job or credibility) and succumbing to the 
pressures of imperfect processes? 
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Chapter Four  
Labor Negotiations  
Bargaining History 
Collective bargaining began in the 1930’s in the United States.  Collective Bargaining is 
a process that is used for public and private employers to negotiate with employees and agree in 
a unionized environment on some of the basic terms of employment and how it’s governed and 
managed.  This includes wages, time off, promotions, hours, benefits like health insurance, 
retirement, uniforms and in general how the parties agree to work together when there are 
disagreements. In the public sector groups not represented or unionized receive their terms of 
employment either by policy or under the structure of a “meet and confer group.” Meet and 
confer groups look and act like unions from a bargaining standpoint but have no formal power. 
This practice began in United States in 1935 with the establishment of the National Labor 
Relations Act.   This act ensured that any employee or employees have the right to form groups, 
unions and such that will seek to enhance and protect the employees’ rights and benefits.  The act 
made it illegal for employer to deny this right.  As described in legaldictionary.net (2018) this 
“includes ensuring employers do not engage in unfair labor practices.  Under the Act, employers 
are obligated to follow certain laws, and are prohibited from certain actions, including: 
 Interfering with, coercing, or restraining employees’ right to form, join, or assist in the 
formation of labor organizations 
 Dominating or inferring with the formation of any labor union organization 
 Discrimination in hiring or tenure of employees in order to discourage participation in 
union organization 
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 Discrimination against any employee who files charges or testifies against the employer 
 Refusing to bargain with the employee’s representative” 
The Process 
The collective bargaining practice is still today widely practiced although as the nation, we 
have seen some declining with formation of unions and its membership.  The process is fairly 
universal with a few key concepts which include the following (brighthub.com, 2018): 
 Phase 1 – Preparing 
 Phase 2 – Arguing 
 Phase 3 – Signaling 
 Phase 4 – Packaging 
 Phase 5 – Bargaining 
 Phase 6 - Closing 
 Phase 7 – Agreeing 
Each phase includes specific activities that are also universal but also agreed among the 
parties participating in the process.  The goal of this process is reach a collective bargaining 
agreement between these two parities – management and employees.  The process is straight 
forward but it lends itself for continued progress with opportunities to go back to earlier phases 
to redo it if not renegotiate and the process does not moving forward.  
Phase 1 – Preparing 
This phase involves both parties putting together a team that will do the negotiations.  
Each party will review what they want to bring forward and what the most important items are 
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each time.  This may include a short or a long list of various items that will be reviewed as a part 
of the process. 
Phase 2 – Arguing 
This is where much of the initial discussion will take place.  The lists are reviewed and 
arguments are made for the importance of the issues by both parties.  At this point, each party 
presents their strongest arguments.  At this point, no consolations taking place from one another. 
Phase 3 – Signaling 
This is the phase where each parties will bring forward of the ideal items and process but 
it is understood that in most cases each side is willing to accept less but it is establish the 
baseline where the negotiations start from. 
Phase 4 – Packaging 
This phase involves both parties bringing various items forward and putting them 
together “bundling” – “packaging” them together rather than dealing with items one by one.  
This involves give and take.  Once a party has offered a package, then the other party will 
counter package or bundle. 
Phase 5 – Bargaining 
Once packets or bundling has taken place, this is when the meat and potatoes takes place 
– bargaining.   Each side will review items, make changes and continue to offer counter packets.  
When a counter packet is offered, each side will always call it “last and final” offer which will 
usually include some concessions to help to come to an agreement. 
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Phase 6 - Closing 
This is the final step of the negotiations process and the negotiations have ended.  Each 
party will review all and make notes of what was agreed, what was not agreed and withdrawn 
and clear up any remaining issues as needed.  If an agreement is not met the collective 
bargaining group may have the option for mediation, arbitration, or in some cases striking.   The 
mediation is conducted with an outside nonpartisan mediator that tries to find common ground to 
get to an agreement.  Some unions have the  right to binding arbitration which essentially is a 
miniature trial on the employer’s and employee’s bargaining issues where an outside mutually 
agreed upon independent judge will determine the agreement which is binding.  In some states 
like Minnesota unions have the right to walk off work and demonstrate by striking until an 
agreement is reached. 
Phase 7 – Agreeing 
At this stage, documents are typed up and drafts are reviewed by both parties.  These 
documents will include all the details including amounts, process and dates of what has been 
agreed by both parties and implementation plans.  This also includes both parties going back to 
their larger groups – employees and in the management going back to their elected boards to 
ratify what the collective bargaining parties have agreed.  Often times with employees, the 
collective bargaining representatives will have meetings with employees, keep them informed of 
the process and in the end provide an opportunity for the membership to vote on the agreement 
via survey, or an in person vote which would then pass if enough votes based on their group’s 
rules would ratify it.  In some cases, these do not get ratified and the teams will go back to the 
process.  At the same time the employer is doing the same, keeping e.g. County Commissioners 
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or City Councilmembers informed of the process, and progress.  This is done for various reasons 
but also for the managers to know what the board will find acceptable, unacceptable and 
negotiable.  This is done so in the end there won’t be any surprises and the employer negotiation 
team was able to negotiate with the parameters acceptable to the board. 
Figure 1 was developed by myself to illustrate the collective bargaining process with the 
ideas from brighthub.com (2018).  It provides a visual of the collective bargaining phases along 
with the nimble nature of the process which includes going back and forth with each phase.  The 
back and forth also includes both parties receiving and providing continued feedback before, 
after and during each phase.  This is to ensure the bargaining work and outcomes continue within 
the parameters given by the parties and membership.  This ensures that all parties are informed 
and the parties and memberships are not surprised. 
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Figure 1
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Limitations 
This is a simple process, but much is at stake and conversations can and do get heated 
and sometimes can take months or years to come to an agreement that is ratified by both parties 
membership – employees or e.g. County Board.  There are also some limitation of this process 
and agreement for a reason; for example, the two parties are not allowed to agree on something 
that would be against, state and federal laws or something illegal.  In addition, no agreement can 
give up any rights or obligations that either party would have otherwise under the federal and 
state laws.  (slideshare.net, 2018) 
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Chapter Five 
Analysis of the Research 
The Theatrical Production  
… clearly what we do is a form of theatre.  I sort of feel that way after almost every 
board meeting, and ... the preparation beforehand ... but I really haven’t felt that labor 
relations was as much... a play... But as, as I think about it, you know, it sort of is, it, it is 
just a less visible play.   
        Nelson Perbix 2018 
In this chapter, I discuss five aspects of collective bargaining as a “theatrical 
performance”, namely, the Influences on the Stage; The Stage; The Backstage; Stage vs. 
Backstage; and the Person in the Middle.  To fully understand collective bargaining as a 
“theatrical” performance, and to realize the dilemmas City or County Managers can find 
themselves in, we need to pay attention to both what is publicly performed on the “stage”, and to 
what is going on, out of public sight, “backstage”.  
I interviewed 16 City or County Managers or Administrators. All have been given 
pseudonyms, along with fictional jurisdictions and positions, and I have excluded any identifying 
information. This is important for their protection, and in some cases, for the protection of the 
elected officials they serve, as they may have broken laws or acted against policies.  The 
Managers/Administrators are referred to the table 1.   
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Goffman’s Theatrical Production of Politics 
Goffman Theory Applied to Labor Negotiations 
The Presentation of Self in Everyday Life (1959) by Erving Goffman is a theory that uses 
theater as a metaphor for everyday activities and social interactions.   This is a life production 
where everyday people play many different roles, and some of these roles are played at the stage 
before the public audience which also influences the theater production outcome and many 
activities take place in the backstage.  The backstage is much less formal and usually done 
without audience or media presence which lends itself for some everyday participants to behave 
and act differently comparing the roles they would be willing to perform or play on the stage in 
the front of public or media.  The backstage also seen as a performance for the actual stage 
performance.   Using Erving Goffman’s Theory of theatrical production and applying it to 
governmental labor negotiations lends itself to visualize the individual production elements and 
how they interact, and how final product is developed, produced and acted out.  The theory also 
helps to illustrate how the public, cameras, and media influence what is acted out on the stage.  
The theory further illustrates the freedoms of the backstage - as a space to privately prepare, 
practice, and negotiate without the impingement of outside influences.  
The stage and backstage provide ample room in and outside of stages for interactions of 
power, politics, relationships and the manager in the middle to facilitate the production. These 
outside elements may or may not be seen by the audiences, although the final stage performances 
and decisions are influenced by all of these elements.  All of in the activities in the backstage are 
preparation for the onstage performance, guided by the manager in the middle with information, 
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policies, procedures and laws, along with other professionals. In this chapter I am specifically 
looking at examples of Goffman’s Theory - that were previously explained.  In order to help 
visualize this I have prepared the following visual  to illustrate how Goffman sees the stages and 
how they are represented in this study. 
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Figure 2 Goffman’s Theory 
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1. THE STAGE: Goffman believed that on the stage within society we are expected to 
present ourselves in a certain way, and when a person goes against the norm society tends 
to notice. Therefore, we are expected to put on a costume and act different when in front 
of the audience. Goffman noticed this habit of society and developed the idea of front 
stage. 
2. BACKSTAGE:  Goffman saw the backstage as a spot where the performer gets to relax; 
let their guard down and act out of character.  When the individual returns to the back 
stage, they feel a sense of relief that they know the actions that would not be accepted 
upon in the front stage or stage are free to be expressed 
3. OUTSIDE – INFLUENCES ON THE STAGE: Goffman saw the areas of the stage as the 
place where individuals are not involved specifically in the performance that they know 
off. This where individual actors meet the audience members independently of the 
performance on the stages. Specific performances may be given when the audience is 
segmented as such with various types of outside influences. 
I have taken Goffman’s theory and applied it specifically to the production that public 
officials’ activities occur in stages.    
1. THE STAGE: The board room or the council chambers are the stage.  The actors 
upon the stage are elected officials, labor unions and professional staff .  They 
perform onstage influenced by their own preconceptions, the information provided to 
them, the live cameras, and the activities they have engaged in backstage.  
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Audiences observe a structured, largely professional and organized performance, 
managed for the public eye. Sometimes the actions of the actors are puzzling because audiences 
are unaware of what has taken place backstage, and of other influencing factors. 
2. BACKSTAGE: The backstage of negotiations is where much of the work is done 
between an employer and the labor union away from the public eye. 
Actors perform their roles here in a looser, less professional setting, in which there is less 
structure, and communications are and sometimes influenced by external matters. 
Actors rehearse, review, and position themselves for the final public production. 
3. OUTSIDE - INFLUENCES ON THE STAGE: Many factors, visible and invisible 
affect what occurs on the stage.  The formality of the situation, voters, employees, 
public setting, audience, cameras, social media, traditional media, labor unions and 
the many forms of power, politics, relationships, and history embedded in these 
factors are not always evident.  Similarly, Edelman’s Policy Theory – The Political 
Spectacle (1988) sees activities like this also as a production where everyone plays 
role or roles which creates the spectacle.  He would also agree with the idea that 
during the spectacle production, there are many outside influences that are known, 
and not known as the process moves forward and decision are made. 
Influences on the Stage 
The influences on the stage on which the theatrical production of collective bargaining is 
performed range from the obvious to the difficult to identify.  Influences on the stage can be 
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things such as genealogy, political, ethnic, historic, or economic in nature.   They can be very 
simple and very farfetched. 
A California group had this billboard sign during the 2019 Los Angeles teachers strike 
saying the union members would save $1000 a year if they would quit the union. The 
organization that has paid for the billboard is creating a public spectacle attempting to decrease 
the power of unions and possibly decrease the power of unions by members opting to remove 
themselves from the union and save themselves money: 
Figure 3 Source Fox news: 
 
 
An Atlanta firefighter and police union singled out the mayor for not supporting 
firefighters and police thus making the city unsafe. The unions tried to create a public spectacle 
that the Mayor’s lack of support for the union negotiations and contract results in a lack of 
support for public safety in Atlanta, Georgia.  This is an example of creating a political spectacle 
by Edelman. 
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Figure 4 Source Bing: 
 
In Baltimore the police and firefighters union took square aim at the mayor and city 
council for not supporting the police and fire.  This is a union paid for attempt to create an 
Edelman like political spectacle about the mayor and city council not supporting public safety by 
not supporting negotiations. 
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Figure 5 Source Bing: 
 
Figure 3, 4, and 5 are external influences on the stage or political spectacles directly 
aimed at influencing the activities and decisions that elected officials make on the stage as they 
bargain collective bargaining agreements.  These affectively put a strain on the balance between 
supporting and providing public service and those taxpayers that expect to pay a reasonable 
amount of taxes to fund the services.  
One obvious influence is the presence of cameras recording a public meeting.  “You walk 
in a board room and it’s a board meeting, the lights are on, there’s five people sitting at a raised 
dais, the TV cameras are rolling… you can look up and see yourself on the TV monitors in the 
board room and you know that it’s being live streamed and broadcast on cable TV”, says Craig 
Nelson, the Administrator of Deadwood County.  He notes that this changes the dynamics and 
can influence behavior.  Elected officials, for example, consciously or otherwise take on acting 
roles:   
It’s weird.  Especially for County Commissioners because we probably have got thirty 
people watching cable TV.  This isn’t like, you know, the Oscars or anything.  And yet 
they feel like they are on… it’s not that they are on camera, but they have to be on target 
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when they are in their meetings because those are public meetings and there might be 
somebody watching, or there is two, three people in the audience.   
Nelson explains how different “stage settings” can change the “production”.  He 
compares the staging for an informal workshop on a Hmong building proposal (“being reviewed 
in a very Caucasian area of the Midwestern United States”) with that of a Planning Commission 
meeting. With the former, set up to be “less confrontational”:  
They very deliberately have the workshop in a conference room and not in the 
boardroom.  They very deliberately make sure that the tables are setup in a “U” shape or 
a square shape, where the Commissioners can all sit.  They have coffee and cookies, it 
will be an informal setting where they hope they do take off their suits and ties and have 
an informal conversation and even though it will be a public meeting, it will be structured 
in such a way that hopefully it will go on as a workshop.  
Conversely, moving from a conference room to a boardroom: 
The planning commission needs to become more formal, needing to realize they are an 
official body that needs to conduct public hearings in a more formal setting with audio 
and video being taped because the handheld recorder on the desk is no longer sufficient 
for what issues the county faces from land use issues.  So, they are trying to pair the 
structure and the formality to the needs.   
An individual’s past experiences are another influence upon the stage. Scott Olson, 
Xavier County Administrator, has worked on both sides of the collective bargaining table.  He 
worked on the union side of collective bargaining in the City of Dunwood for 10 years, and prior 
to that he was a member of the American Federation State, County, and Municipal Employees 
(AFSCME) union.  He did not sit at the table, but was on the Board of Trustees which acted as 
the governing board for the union, giving direction to the negotiating committee. In his current 
position as County Administrator since 1984, he has been at the bargaining table for every 
session with seven unions.  
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Olson believes his union experience has helped him in his current role, because he can 
better understand the demands unions make at the bargaining table, even if the employer cannot 
meet them all. “I certainly could empathize with where they were coming from and why they 
were asking for what they were asking for.” 
Chris Tolbert, Administrator of Jackson County, has also had experiences in the past 
which have affected how he acts on the “stage”.  Tolbert was in a bargaining unit and sat in on 
the other side of the table and negotiated for the Jackson County Confidential Employee 
Association (JCCEA). He mostly negotiated vendor and provider contracts for health care. His 
shift in role was significant, as he now has to understand where management is coming from, 
versus what staff or employees are looking for. For example, he has had employees wanting a 
different pay mechanism, but his County Board has flatly refused this, except with the lone 
exception of call-out time for senior management. 
Tolbert describes how his training has affected his work as an “actor” on this stage. “I’ve 
spent over twenty years in the military, so I’ve had some leadership training there; again, [the] 
military isn’t much for negotiations so I didn’t have a lot of that, but a lot of leadership training 
there.”  He believes the military helps equip a person to refuse to follow an illegal command, and 
that this has helped him carefully analyze any issue that might be compromising or ethically 
dubious.   
Ulysses Needham describes how his former role as president of the local Minnesota 
Education Association (MEA) union affects how he performs in labor negotiations in his current 
role of Administrator of the City of Goodness. According to Needham, this practical experience 
was useful, and was reinforced by the academic theory on negotiations which he encountered in 
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his Master’s program.  In particular, he found that working with the business department, and 
understanding a business approach to negotiations, was helpful.  He also valued trying to 
understand how the political relates to the practical: determining the best deal within the 
necessary constraints faced.  
Needham learned a significant amount about negotiating from observing a prominent and 
seasoned labor negotiator in action: “He’s kind of arrogant bastard.  You know, he knew his 
business.  He knew the theatre of labor negotiations … just watching and listening, and 
sometimes I learned what not to do by watching him as well.  But, I think those things, I think 
you just have to keep your, your ears open and watch things like, you know, develop a 
management style.”   
Watching professionals like this, and learning from them what to do and not do, gives 
you an advantage in labor negotiations, Needham firmly believes.  He believes labor negotiations 
are experimental: you just have to do it and you will either succeed or fail.   
Scott Olson was also influenced by negotiators, in his case by both a past and a current 
labor law attorney for AFSCME.  The latter also taught labor relations/labor law at a local 
university, so brings that additional experience to the negotiating table. Olson believes he has 
learned about communications from this attorney, who demonstrates that there are many ways of 
saying “No”, moreover, doing so without raising his voice, and simply communicating the facts.  
Olson describes that the attorney very effectively calming down an angry business agent, 
who was yelling and pounding his fist on the table, during a negotiation session. He says it was 
like watching a movie and made everyone feel uncomfortable.  He believes even members of his 
bargaining unit were wondering why the man was behaving this way, as they had not gone very 
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far into the negotiations at all, and this was far from his standard behavior. Olson is unsure 
whether the man was having personal problems, was acting out in front of his group, or has some 
other motive. Olson described the feeling of the tension in the room, describing that the people in 
the room kind of looked at each other like this is “really bizarre and how do you bring this to an 
end.”  The labor law attorney did bring it to an end just by saying look there is no need to be 
reacting this way, can’t we just act and talk like normal human beings, which calmed the 
situation down. 
State and federal laws make up an important influence on the “stage”, too.  Craig Nelson 
discusses how these influences pushed him into an ethical dilemma of whether to turn in his 
bosses, possible losing his job and the income his family depended on in the process. “I called 
the Department of Justice.  I went down and met with the DOJ.  Now, I didn’t breach any 
attorney/client privilege.  I didn’t breach any privacy of data.  I went down with the public record 
and the public data and I met with the DOJ and I said ‘I feel that I am ethically and 
professionally, and statutorily obligated to let you know of this decision.’” He asks, “Did I want 
to put my family at risk?  And my life style at risk?  And potentially be unemployable?  No, but 
at some point you do have … I really believe both an ethical charge and in this case a statutory 
charge.  The federal law is clear and so is state law.”   
Nelson also discusses other outside influences on the theatrical production that is 
negotiations:  
A group of [the] Islamic community from another town buys land here… comes in for a 
CUP, conditional use permit, for a land use project.  Staff approves it.  Planning 
Commission approves it on a 4-2 vote, but 100 people show up and 99 are opposed to it 
because you know, they don’t want to say it, but they don’t want ‘those type of 
neighbors’ next to them.  Um, it goes to the County Board and it’s denied on a 3-2 vote. 
Trumped up land issue, but the real issue was, you know, Muslims.  And it blows up in 
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their face.  We end up with ligation, civil rights investigation by the Department of 
Justice. This happens in December and by March, we have to have a reversal of that 
decision or face litigation.  So real ugly, real tough issue.   
Nelson describes the influencing roles, both positive and negative that various 
“audiences” played in this: 
All of the really key dynamics, though, happened behind the scenes. Facebook, phone 
calls, letters, one-on-one conversations with the commissioners.  The neighbors got really 
aggressive.  Most of them were fair.  Some of them went over the top into clearly legal 
areas and by the time it got to the County Board, the pool was so polluted… there’s no 
way they could have made a good decision.  And they made a bad decision and the 
applicant who was very reasonable, not aggressive, not a middle-eastern Islamic group at 
all, but in fact Croatian who had been in the United States for twenty-five years, non-
radicalized, they were forced to sue us. 
Nick Quality, Youngstown County Administrator, discusses the outside influences of 
labor unions.  He has experienced the unions he negotiates with working together.  In the small 
county in which he works, the AFSCME group is non-essential employees.  They do not have 
binding arbitration rights, so the only option they have is to negotiate or they can strike. This 
group wants the law enforcement group to fight and gain as much ground as possible because 
that group does have binding arbitration rights. The law enforcement group fighting and 
negotiating as hard as possible will only help the AFSCME group because the non-essential 
group doesn’t want to see some of the changes being proposed by management.  In other words, 
by working together, it is likely that whatever the group with binding arbitration successfully 
negotiates, all the other union groups involved will also get. 
Politics and money influenced the “stage” for Nelson Prefix of Yellow Medicine County. 
In his experiences with labor negotiations: 
The only unit that really sort of lobbied really directly for their wages or language that 
was in the contract was the firefighters. For the other groups really, it was more through 
the power of the fact that they gave campaign funds, and/or they volunteered their 
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members’ time to do phone calling or, you know, putting up lawn signs, so it was much 
more, an implied - we support you, therefore you should support us. With the firefighters, 
they were much more aggressive, and they would very clearly let you know if they 
weren’t comfortable with what was happening in negotiations. They would start 
communications to the various elected officials to express their displeasure with the 
administration’s position. They would be actively pushing Council members to contact 
the Mayor’s office and/or the labor relations office to have influence on the, um, outcome 
of the negotiations.    
Labor influences on a management team negotiator also featured in my interview with 
Elwood Emerson, Administrator of Population County:  
One of the board members of the hospital was on the collective bargaining [team] for the 
county and it turned out which I did not know, he was an attorney ... it became quite clear 
that he was supporting the union and put us in a very difficult position. The attorney was 
willing to go much further on salary, much higher ... but we had to pull that back.  
Monica Lee, Administrator of Yellowstone County, provides a good example of 
influences around the stage. A County reorganization ended up in the layoff of two supervisors. 
One of these was a good friend of a County Commissioner.  Although the reorganization was 
adopted as proposed, there were several meetings at which it was evident that this particular 
Commissioner wanted to save the friend’s job, rather than act on what was best for the 
organization.  Lee was frustrated by this attempt at lobbying and took is undercutting her role as 
Administrator. 
The Stage 
The stage on which the dramatic productions of conciliation play out consists of the 
public places in which official actions or decisions are made in front of public audiences. Despite 
the fact that serious decisions are being made on this stage, the performance can often seem far 
from dramatic, perhaps leading the audience to wonder if the actual decisions were made 
elsewhere. 
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Derwood Beckner, City Manager of Columbus, discusses how his City Council did not 
want to agree to a raise while “onstage”. “They did not want to be the ones that gave a raise, so 
they were unhappy, but perfectly willing to let an arbitrator tell them they had to give a raise.” 
According to Beckner, this “got them off the hook” of the difficult politics of giving government 
employees raises.   
Prefacing his remarks by noting that some of his councilors dislike unions so much that 
they would like to decertify them, Beckner describes the challenges that the influence of the 
private sector brings to public labor negotiations:  
An example of a recent conversation I had with one of them [council members] in a 
public meeting was that ah, basically, every time we negotiated a police contract, then the 
Teamsters, or the Local 49 and the other police union gets the same raise and then, oh, 
and by the way the City Hall employees, they get the same thing, and funny thing, the 
City Manager and the HR Director who negotiated, they get the same raise to.  So, 
basically he was insinuating the system is rigged…  He runs a private business and he’s 
had to cut, ah, cut wages and employees.  And yet the public sector, um, just keeps 
getting fatter, as he puts it.  Yeah, it was quite a conversation in any council meeting, 
when you go back to your effectiveness question, when you have staff sitting there and 
listening to that it makes it pretty difficult to ah, have a professional work environment.” 
At times, according to Urban Itasca, Administrator of Nuthatch County, elected officials 
play the “good cop” to the Administrator’s “bad cop” during negotiation sessions. He describes 
how he would “try to script some of the theatrics”, making use of the inherent style of some 
County Commissioners:   
If, for instance a County Commissioner was going ballistic over something, and I knew 
there was no way we were ever going to be able to agree to it, and I thought the union 
was throwing it to us as a bone that, that they were going to drop anyway, I might turn a 
County Commissioner lose and say ‘Tell them what you think about it’, and they would. 
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After the impact is made, Itasca would then calmly inform those on the other side of the 
negotiating table, “I don’t think I can get that sold.”  He admits that he actually enjoyed these 
theatrics, along with the mental gymnastics involved in labor negotiations. 
Elle Ingram of Jackson Hole County notes that having members of her County Board on 
the negotiating team was a mixed bag.  It created some difficult dynamics, and hamstrung the 
ability of the Commissioners to be policy makers: however, the Commissioners could say things 
that the Administrator could not. Elected officials have a greater chance of being compromised 
between competing interests of public interests and perceptions while they can also get by with 
more direct communications. Often times the administrator gets saddled with facts and 
objectivity.  
Ingram provides an example of the impact of a public scandal on labor negotiations:    
The County recently had one of the commissioners say that it was the unions’ fault for 
the financial situation that the County was in and that the employees were not accountable … it 
had to do with a Sheriff’s Department employee buying uniforms but not having to provide 
receipts for them.  With this now there’s a drama unfolding in a very public arena at the very 
highest point of the organization that is just going to create significant problems for the entire 
organization and their ability to get anything accomplished for the next negotiation session.  The 
County Board there was actually going into closed session the next day to set the stage for where 
they want to go with negotiations? What is their philosophy? Where do they want to end up?  
This portion is kind of more behind the scenes but when the County Board stands up at a public 
meeting, they just don’t have those kinds of conversations in the public. That’s all done behind 
the scenes to set the stage for whatever changes need to be made or the direction they are going. 
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Nelson Perbix has encountered even more disruptive behavior.  One of his former 
Commissioners affected labor negotiations by ignoring factual information from staff in a public 
meeting. This very articulate Commissioner, who did not value government or public service 
(indeed, felt that government should cease to exist), dominated meeting discussions and created 
many decision-making difficulties. 
There are times when the “actors” on the stage overact.  Craig Nelson found himself in a 
situation that left him wondering if he had over (re)acted. At an impasse during negotiations, he 
said, “OK, we’re done.”  Despite the fact that people started to leave, the business agent started 
berating him. He repeated his words.  She continued.  Then, he slammed his hand down on the 
table and yelled said, “We are done!”  To his amazement, she started crying. To him, it was 
inexplicable that this woman, doing her job, had become aggressive, and then started to cry.  
This changed the entire tenor of their relationship, and Nelson felt very uncomfortable.  In his 
mind, he too was just doing his job, she was the aggressor, and his was a firm way to conclude 
the situation.  He wondered whether both he and she had over-reacted.  
Nick Quality describes a situation in which negotiations became public in the newspaper. 
He was going through negotiations with the law enforcement union.  He had a fairly conservative 
board at the time and there was plentiful “sabre rattling” from a couple of Commissioners. While 
Quality did not recall the union’s specific requests, he did recall that at one of their board 
meetings one of the Commissioners implied that the law enforcement group was being “greedy 
as pigs”.  This being a derogatory term,  law enforcement replied in kind by taking out a full-
page advertisement (below) in the local paper,  in which, referring to the benefits received by the 
Commissioner in question, they asked who was the “real pig at the trough.” This figure is 
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specifically designed to create an Edelman political spectacle to foster support for a union labor 
agreement. 
Figure 6 Pig advertisement, from a newspaper. 
 
Quality adds that there was unprofessional behavior on both sides. The next negotiation 
session, which lasted less than a minute, involved profanity from both a Commissioner and a 
union member. 
Backstage 
Backstage is a non-public area (with closed meetings, and meetings occurring outside the 
public eye) in which officials strategize and discuss issues.   In the 1970’s the federal 
government created the government in the sunshine act to create public transparency to 
government operations. These procedural rules are commonly referred to as the “Sunshine 
Rules.” According to the “Sunshine Rules”, decisions in the public sector are to be made in 
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public.  Nonetheless, it is obvious that this is not always the case. There are strong influences 
that can be exerted on decision-making outside of  public meetings by labor unions, political 
parties, and others, utilizing money, relationships, a shared history and a “let’s make a deal” 
mentality.  
Deerwood Beckner describes a tense moment during a backstage session with two police 
lieutenants:   
They are highly trained, highly skilled individuals and both of them had recently, ah, 
completed hostage negotiation training … So one of them was, ah, fresh off the training 
and was very aggressive in one of the negotiating sessions.  I do not remember specifics 
but I turned something that he said around on him and he blew.  And basically stood up 
and said ‘Are you threatening me?’  And this is a police commander, by the way, in a 
negotiating session, and he just popped his cool.  And basically I had to settle him down 
and of course I hadn’t threatened him, but ah, I had got him on a point and made him 
very uncomfortable.  
Conflicts of interest can also arise. Chris Tolbert is concerned about just this, knowing 
that one of his County Board members, who may have been involved in past labor negotiations, 
is also an AFSCME member.  He is aware that this would be very difficult to address with his 
supervisor. 
Ulysses Needham discusses how he has also encountered elected officials being 
connected with employee labor groups: 
There was a situation  …where I had one or two Council members who were, ah, 
personally tied to, ah, employees, in particular employee union groups…it was ah, ah, 
certainly a difficult situation in that sense of the, ah, where your elected officials are 
communicating and, you know, involved and not being honest with you, or with the 
Administrator,…  it’s bad enough when elected officials are passively listening to what 
the unions are saying or individuals ah, but when you have council members, you know, 
actively ah, soliciting their input, opinions, and providing negative feedback that becomes 
very difficult,…,But it helps if in the closed session of the council if they are silent and 
just working their trouble behind the scenes.  A couple times in closed sessions with 
Council members, I would say, ‘Well, we’re getting a lot of pressure from the unions for 
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more money and so forth.”  And I would just say, you know, ‘Is there anybody here ah, 
want us to put more money in to the, ah, offer?  You know, now’s the time if anyone 
wants to increase the package, ah, please speak up now’.  And, ah, you know, there 
would be silence, but you knew that there was one or two that were urging the union 
people on to get more. 
Quinn Nowacki, Norman County Administrator is concerned with how information can 
get twisted in labor negotiations. People have access to a high level of information, but full 
disclosure is not always apparent. He wonders whether information relayed from closed 
meetings by the board and the labor attorney sometimes gets “stretched” a little. 
Elected officials can also “pull the rug out from under” administrators during 
negotiations, as Bill Smith, City of Johnson, discovered. He describes his County Board trying to 
gain additional concessions after an agreed-upon position that Smith had already taken to labor.  
He had felt until that point that both sides were negotiating in good faith, but now he was caught 
in the middle. He says, “I think we were too successful.  We were able to get our concessions too 
quickly or too easily and at least some of the elected body felt like if it worked, that, well, maybe 
we can get more.”  
Eli Utica, Administrator of Donaldson County, discusses how unions have an alarming 
amount of direct access to elected officials in some counties: 
In order to run for an elected office up here, you primarily need to raise at least $200,000 
for every campaign.  So, they rely heavily upon the unions both for contributions, as well 
as to actually produce the bodies that are either going to go out and work for them in the 
district, or at least do the telephone calling as it gets closer to the election date.  So, as a 
result of which, what you see is, is the unions will meet regularly with the Board 
members and talk about, for instance, labor negotiations.  Now, of course, the Board 
members will promise you that they are not telling them anything specific, just listening 
to them, but we know that they do more than that. Typically when I go into closed 
sessions with the Board, first thing I’ll say is “I know some of you have been meeting 
with the bargaining units, I’m just wondering if you could fill us in on what your 
discussions have been”... Occasionally I have to reach the point where I say, ‘Look we 
are hearing from the, the bargaining units that this is what you’ve promised them and I 
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need to know if that is the case or not’.  And then they all say, ‘Well no, no, it’s not.  We 
haven’t promised them anything’.  Ah, and you can typically tell as to who is responding 
whether they have or not. 
On occasion, negotiations can deteriorate to the point that a union will strike. Scott Olson 
recalls such a situation. In the early 90’s, the 49ers union went on strike and the county obtained 
a restraining order on each and every employee because of occurrences on the picket line. At that 
time, two of the County Commissioners went to the picket line and promised that if the union 
settled the contract, they would be there for the union in the next bargaining round.  Inevitably, 
this led to a difficult situation at the next round of bargaining.  One of the two Commissioners 
who had made the promise was in the room, but the other Board members and the Administrator 
were initially unaware of the promise. This led to extensive animosity between the union and the 
County.  A closed session ensued, in which it was made clear that all Board members had to 
strictly adhere to the guidelines for communication with unions that had been in place for 
decades. It is worth noting that both the Commissioners who had made the promise were 
defeated in the next election.  
Monica Lee also had to deal with serious issues arising from past promises made by the 
Board:  
I’m told that’s why we had a strike at the county.  We had some promises that were made 
to a specific union and then [when the person promising] got on [the] Board and found 
out that they couldn’t make those changes, just one or two of them...  From what I was 
told, it was kind of a friend of the elected commissioner… and they kind of said, ‘Well, 
you know, when I get elected, I can take care of this.’...It definitely has a legacy at the 
County...  You know, a promise was made and it wasn’t kept in a lot of people’s mind 
where the individuals that made the promise I don’t think realized that, you know… it’s 
not something they could just get elected and automatically flip the switch and make it 
happen.  The power of the board has got to be in the majority and there was only, from 
what I understood, two of them that had made this promise, and they were kind of unified 
on it and were never able to get that third vote.  So, it ended up creating a very 
contentious strike where, you know, even with employees within the same department 
smashing windshields on doors of co-workers’ cars and those sorts of things.   
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Despite this, Lee feels that the level of distrust this created has now been worked through, 
thanks in part to her concerted efforts. “I’ve really gone out of my way to start those dialogues 
and just make some of the personal connections with some of the individuals that represent the 
unions”, she says. 
Nelson Perbix discusses the implications of assuming that a current board is fully aware 
of a past board’s policy on negotiations: 
We wanted to pay 95% of market towards our employees because we were a rural county 
and were not really part of the metro.  And so what that’s meant is that we have really 
been a training ground for other counties.  Um, because why would you stay working 
here if you could go to any other county and, you know, get full market value?  And so, 
we have been continuing to struggle with that and at a recent closed door session, um, 
you know, it dawned on me that some of the Commissioners at the table hadn’t been part 
of that discussion, and um, as I brought that discussion up and we talked about it, um, we 
realized that none of the Commissioners that are on the Board now, were part of those 
policy decisions and none of them support that policy direction.  So, it is interesting, then 
OK, we’re having to go back and revisit each of our policy decisions related to employee 
relations to figure out what does this current Board really believe, and, of course, that is 
having a ripple effect in to all sorts of other areas in the organization because we’ve had 
so much change over the board. Um, I think the longest a Commissioner’s been on the 
current Board is eight years.  So, we are having to back into all sorts of policy areas to 
reevaluate, um, are the policies we think are still the Board’s policies.  
Craig Nelson describes how relationships can be affected by changing from closed door 
to public meetings. Two Commissioners were appointed to the negotiating sub-committee, and 
the County argued that their presence made the meetings public.  The union strongly objected to 
this, 
On another occasion, during a closed meeting, the Board chair became upset at the 
yelling and complaining going on. He yelled back, and then walked out, an action Nelson feels 
would never have taken place in a public meeting.  Eventually, negotiations took place between 
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just management and staff.  The relationship between the union and the Board chair that walked 
out has still not been completely repaired.  
Analyzing this situation, especially the differences between public and closed meetings, 
Nelson says: 
Well, in a negotiating room, you are sitting at the same level on two identical tables 
looking across from one another, and in a board room the commissioners are sitting up 
higher.  The microphones are there.  The cameras are on.  The business agent or steward 
are at a podium… they’re not at the staff table… they’re speaking almost as a citizen ...  
Um, in a closed session, employees can say things they probably wouldn’t say in an open, 
you know, public meeting.  So, they are airing all kinds of frustration that should be taken 
care of through a labor management committee, but if you don’t have a functioning labor 
management committee, all of that stuff flusters for a year until you get to the negotiating 
table.  Um, you know a little bit of preparation maybe on our part.  We didn’t pull the 
Commissioners aside and say, ‘here’s what’s going to happen in a closed door 
negotiating session… they’re going to blow and bluster and you just need to smile and 
take it… and don’t take it personally.’  Where at a board meeting, they already have that 
structure.  They have an agenda. They have Robert’s Rules of decorum there.  So, I think 
all of those play into this particular case.   
Nelson describes how his County attempted unsuccessfully to make the process of 
negotiations open meetings when County Commissioners were present, as opposed to being 
traditional, closed meetings. The unions preferred closed door negotiations, but during this 
experiment, two Commissioners were appointed to the negotiating sub-committee, thereby 
making meetings open.  The union argued it was not an open meeting which in previous 
discussions the union had successfully got the commissioners to back down and let staff do the 
negotiations entirely in a non-public session, like a private meeting.   At this meeting where the 
Commissioners often backed down and let the staff do the negotiating, as they would in a closed 
session. At another meeting, an argument between the two sides broke out, leading to a 
screaming match.  The union’s Business Agent laid down a firm position and the Board Chair 
got upset, yelled back, and then walked out. This he would never have done in a public board 
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meeting.  Even if the Business Agent had come to a public meeting and acted the same way, the 
Board Chair would not have walked away from the dais; in the boardroom, there is a more 
formal power relationship than in a negotiating room and so the Chair would react differently. In 
this case an agreement was eventually reached, and over time, the relationship between the 
union’s Business agent and the Board Chair has improved, even if it has not been fully repaired.  
Nelson describes a situation in which a labor-friendly Commissioner (“who thinks he’s 
God’s gift to negotiations... a blue-collar guy by trade”) involved in negotiating, “closed the deal, 
but he gave away an extra COLA [Cost of Living Allowance] point which we didn’t have to give 
away.  And we knew it.  The union knew it.  But yet, Mike still did it.  And we were a little 
frustrated with that, because, you know, a COLA point is a big [financial] deal if you look at an 
organization our size”.   
The Commissioner closed the deal with a phone call to the union’s Business Agent, after 
a series of informal meetings between the two. Asked if the Commissioner would have done this 
in an open meeting, Nelson responded with an emphatic “Oh, of course not”. This led him to 
discuss how Commissioners react differently in closed and open meetings: 
The problem with the open, public County Board meeting, that is unless you structure it 
right, you can’t make those decisions on the fly because you have to take time and 
calculate the impact.  Some Commissioners are motivated by the public perceiving them 
as being fiscally conservative and doing everything they can to protect their tax dollars.  
Other commissioners are more motivated by, in this case, being receptive to their claims 
and being less concerned about the bottom line.  These are not ironically the same 
Commissioners… one will support larger tax increases than the other one.  Some 
Commissioners, when they are in a closed door will speak more freely… will speak more 
openly are a little more able to be persuaded to see the reasoning behind, you know, 
maybe a larger COLA or larger levy increase then they would be when they are out in 
their perceived front of their audience where they’re hardened up ... When they are in an 
informal, closed, non-public setting, they seem to be more receptive to hearing the cases 
or the arguments or the justification.  They seem to be more willing to be educated and 
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influenced.  When they are in a formal setting, they are not as much a deliberative body 
as they are a decision-making body.  
Stage vs. Backstage 
Nelson’s observations on the differences between public (onstage) and closed (backstage) 
meetings are just part of the revealing comments made on this subject by interviewees in this 
research.  Interviewees frequently commented on the interplay between the two as critical to 
comprehending how public sector decisions are made.  
Quinn Nowacki describes an awkward situation in which the County Board changed 
positions after an agreement: 
County Board agreed to re-evaluate some positions based on… based on merit, Ah, so 
this union negotiated that into their contract that the board would take a look at that at the 
end of the year.  The board took a look at it and kind of came to the conclusion that… 
we’re not going to go ahead and re-evaluate these positions, we are going to do it on a 
Countywide basis versus picking and choosing which positions we address ahead of that,  
...The union claimed that we didn’t follow through on an obligation… we actually went 
into arbitration on that. The union felt that we would look at it and then we would act 
upon the results of the merit system and no we said we would look at it and that was 
exactly what the, the letter stated… that the county board would take a look at it.  We did 
and we decided we would do nothing about it, which set off the union.  ... I think in the 
end the county was… was correct in saying that you know, we’re not going to piece meal 
this out and have this group addressed, you know, a year before this group is… you 
know, we are not going to play favorites.  We are going to do it county-wide and we’re 
going to do everybody at the same time.   
Ulysses Needham describes a reverse situation; reaching a deal onstage and having the 
union membership vote it down backstage. At least twice, he has had negotiated settlements at 
the table, only to discover that the Business Agent and union bargaining committee simply 
presented it to their membership with no recommendation.  Needham considers there was an 
obligation for the Agent and bargaining committee to strongly advocate for the membership to 
accept the negotiated settlement.   
‐ 70 ‐ 
 
As an aside, Needham has noticed a generational shift in union Business Agents during 
his career. The old-style business agents were rough and tough, and their word was their bond. 
Once they cut a deal, it was a deal.  Needham recalls some who would go back and “beat the 
crap out of their membership until they accept the deal.”   
Needham feels that the protocol of good faith bargaining that has been adhered to for 
generations is being tested by newer Business Agents.  He describes an occasion on which an 
agreement had been was reached, but was then voted down by the union. The Business Agent 
came back alone to management and stated that these “sons of bitches have voted down the deal 
that we agreed to and as management you are not to offer them anything more.”   
For Needham, both sides have to show that they have been negotiating and gone through 
the process.  He believes that union membership wants to know that the union has been in there, 
fighting hard for them. Similarly, City Councils expect their negotiator to work hard, too. He 
feels that sometimes you can settle too quickly with people and sometimes you just “dance 
around” for show. But in the end, when you have agreed, a deal is a deal. 
Scott Olson describes a similar situation to that Needham was involved with (above) in 
which an agreement was taken back to the union and not ratified:  
We did a round of bargaining with our AFSCME Human Services Unit that ... It was 
quite lengthy and went through mediation and we reached a tentative agreement with the 
bargaining unit and the Business Agent took it back and was not able to sell the package 
to the membership. The commitment was, and in fact we asked them and told them, now 
you have to sell this package.  This is our deal and we have reached a tentative agreement 
and the mediator was present and our expectation is that you are going to sell this 
package and you are going to vote it up and they weren’t able to do that. I know they took 
a vote, I am not aware of how hard they try to sell the package. We went back to 
mediation and after 2 more mediation sessions they took the same package back for 
another vote and it was approved. It brings into question the trust factor you have with 
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them. ...So, any communications I had with the business agent after that, I made sure it 
was in writing.  
Most Administrators would agree with Eli Utica about the importance of their backstage 
work:  
Like most County Administrators I really try to do my work in the back stage, because 
you really do want to support the role of the elected officials, and you want to basically 
do two things.  One of which is give them all the information they need to make right 
decisions, but also try to direct them towards what would be a good resolution, not just 
for them, but more importantly for the County and for the public that we serve.   
However, hopefully few have experienced a board quite cynically blaming an 
Administrator for a decision it has already made, as Utica has:  
In my previous County, we made the decision that we were going to close a nursing 
home, and it was very controversial.  The board basically put me out front and said, ‘OK, 
you go hold the public hearings and get the crap beat out of you, and then we’ll make the 
decision.’ So, I did that and it was very controversial; very difficult.  A lot of it had to do 
with the fact that it was going to eliminate about 400 union jobs.  And so the unions 
fought it tooth and nail.  But we were finally successful and the board was then able to 
basically say, um, ’Gee, we, ah, we really didn’t like this, but what can we do.  We have 
to follow the recommendation of the County Administrator? 
Utica is currently involved in a similar situation, but this time most of the work is being 
done backstage, as opposed to very publicly onstage, as happened in the nursing home situation:   
We are in the process of now of looking at freeing ourselves up from the County Hospital 
that we own out here which we support to the tune of about 60 million dollars a year from 
the general fund...we are really are doing all of the work in the back room, because, once 
again, because once it becomes public it will be hugely controversial with our bargaining 
units, so this is one where my role really is working on the financial piece as well as the 
legal piece in terms of how we get around to actually making the change. Yeah, in the 
case of the nursing home, we had a lot of discussions about it in terms of just the process 
that we were going to go through to try and at least ease the public’s mind as well as the 
bargaining units in terms of how we were going to get there.  So, the Board had a lot of, 
in terms of influence and impact on that piece of it, but it was one that very clearly they 
did not want to be out front on the controversy and so they would much rather that I do it.   
On the hospital, it is the other way around and that is that we are kind of leading the 
effort here and all we’ve done is met individually with supervisors just to keep them in 
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the loop as to what’s happening.  Again, this is one, where they are simply saying ‘OK, 
let me know when it’s ready to go public.’ 
Utica has also encountered situations in which supervisors have indicated that a labor 
demand will be met, or they have overpromised. In one case, at the negotiating table, he said 
“This is all we have and this is as far as we can go”.  A union representative responded with, 
“Well, I’ve been talking to the supervisors and I know that is not the case.”   
In another example, Utica referred to a supervisor’s promise to a bargaining unit that he 
was going to get over two hundred jobs located within his district on a project that they were 
working on with the state.  The supervisor was unable to deliver because his fellow supervisors 
also had an idea on where they wanted these jobs located, and it wasn’t in his district.   
Utica also describes a situation in which a County Board member would even leave a 
closed backstage meeting and go meet with the unions: 
We had a supervisor who was very well linked to the bargaining units, to the extent of 
when we would have a public meeting, in terms of board meeting, if there was an issue 
that was a controversial issue and it involved one of the bargaining units, ah, she would 
actually take a break and go out in the hall and talk to them before she would vote on 
whatever the issue was.  Which was kind of discouraging to the rest of us, but more 
importantly, so we got into formal bargaining with one of the particular unions that 
supported her very strongly in her campaign and, ah, she would come into the bargaining 
session and sit at the table on the side of the union.  So, the issue, obviously, a very 
ethical issue in terms of compromising her basis because obviously we would talk about 
this stuff in closed session.  So, I finally had to go to the County Attorney, in this case, 
and we actually got her excluded from the closed sessions when we talked about the labor 
negotiations.  Her agreement was that as a supervisor, a commissioner in Minnesota, she 
had to vote on these things to which we would say she had a conflict of interest.  She 
didn’t think she had one, by the way.  Um, so, from an ethical standpoint it is always 
awkward to take on a supervisor in those kind of positions but this was one where I felt it 
was important that we do so.”    
Kevin Fairbanks of Edwards County felt he lost support by venting onstage about an 
unfair labor practice backstage:  
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So I reached an agreement with the police union and having the end to be - let’s just say, 
heated.  We got to a settlement and shook hands on the agreement and we found out 3 to 
4 days later that they were not going to accept the deal.  They did not even vote on the 
agreement. They simply said they could no longer take the agreement and I am certain 
that I had a Council member intervene in the situation...  It was probably an unfair Labor 
practice suit, but I could not talk about it because with my Council member’s 
involvement, the unfair labor practice was probably us. Certain, he has a close 
relationship with someone on the union side... I was extremely angry, and I was immature 
enough that I actual said everything I felt to the council.  I told them that someone was 
undermining me.  This incident and me venting my frustration probably led to my 
demise. Yes, I had a lot less support and a new Mayor building support to get me out of 
there.   Had I not said anything, I probably would have made it with that jurisdiction. 
It is not only labor that can switch its response to a negotiated agreement. Eddy Kohn, 
Administrator with the City of Nantucket, discusses a time when it was his elected board that did 
so: 
We made an agreement, everybody shook hands, two Commissioners who were with us 
said “I can support that.”  We go in the next board meeting and the two Commissioners 
who had said that “I can support that” said “Upon reflection, I have decided I can no 
longer support that” and voted against it and we were left without a contract. That was 
pretty awkward ... Made management look like, first of all, we don’t know what we are 
doing, we don’t have any credibility.  It was a very bad situation to be in.  
Monica Lee describes an implementation that had numerous stage and backstage 
meetings at varying levels of success. Lee had just implemented a Paid Time Off program that 
had not gone over well and there was mistrust, and misunderstanding of what had been presented 
to the unions at the table. In public, department heads that were disgruntled were fairly tactful, 
albeit pointed in their comments. Behind the scenes, however, their comments were far more 
candid.  Department heads were talking directly to Commissioners, and things became quite 
political.  Lee felt that employees were working around the administration, rather than going 
through the proper channels.  
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Craig Nelson describes how very differently the actors in negotiations can perform 
onstage and back stage.  Referring to a Business Agent representing five bargaining units, he 
says: 
He has a personality and he’s a bluster and blow type of guy.  But he also has a 
completely dual personality.  So, he’ll come in privately and meet with the HR director 
and me and he’ll say, “OK, this is what’s really important”. But the guy has got to vent. 
So, we’ll go into a negotiation session and we’ll have to listen to forty-five minutes of 
complaints about issues that are not related to the contract.  Then they’ll come out with a 
strong contractual position, throw everything at the wall, and then we’ll start knocking 
off the things that we can deal with.  That would never fly in the boardroom.  The same 
Business Agent is the only one who has ever formally spoken at a Board meeting ... He 
came in and when he addressed the Board it was very formal.  Very professional.  At the 
dais with the microphone, laid down their concerns and walked away.  There was none of 
that in the negotiated position.  So completely different when you are in the formal board 
room.   
Nelson believes this difference in behavior was because the agent was publicly 
attempting to portray the union as reasonable, fair, and his professional manner in a public 
setting was important.  Nelson knew that the Agent will call the Commissioners directly one-on-
one.  Thus, although the Agent probably already knew that they were not going to change their 
positions, he was “putting down a marker for the rank and file”, so they and his bosses could see 
he was doing his job.  Nelson also notes that his Human Resources Director has a very good 
relationship with the Agent, and even if the two fight tooth and nail over labor issues, it is not 
personal and does not linger.   
Of the Agent’s contrasting onstage/backstage roles, Nelson says: 
He seems very comfortable in that informal-formal game playing mode.  My view is that 
he believes he is more effective, um, at the end of the day, he is more effective for the 
unit as a whole, by using different communication strategies with different audiences at 
different times. He came in the other day because we were going to terminate an 
employee.  Privately he said, “Yep, she screwed up.  She should be terminated.”  But he 
came in and fought, fought, and fought. What he really wanted was to give her the 
opportunity to resign. Fine.  You know, easy to do.  That’s just his way of doing business.  
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Person in the Middle 
Being the person in the middle of labor negotiations tests the City or County Manager’s 
ability to maintain fiscal restraint, while pleasing an elected board, and satisfying employees.  It 
is a challenge to navigate the negotiation process without losing credibility and the support of the 
board, employees, and public.  As an “at will” employee, the Board may remove a manager by a 
simple majority vote at any time.  Simply put, you will remain an employee of the board as long 
as your decisions are consistent with that elected board’s direction.  It is a considerable 
understatement to say that this can be quite challenging when elected officials fail to agree - a 
not uncommon occurrence.   
To Derwood Beckner, the manager in the middle of labor negotiations is the pivot point. 
He says, “You have to balance both sides: the workforce side and the political side and at the end 
of the day that everybody’s happy, or as happy with the settlement as you can be in today’s 
environment. If that balance gets out of whack one way or the other it can be very delicate, and 
hard to restore.”   
Beckner discusses having a Council member that does not trust him, due to the fact that 
the raise union employees get is typically the same the Administrator will get:  
I’ve basically had the same conversation with him twice in the, in public meetings, that 
the whole system’s fixed.  Ah, you know, I’m in there ah, basically ah, negotiating to 
give myself a raise.  … I feel my ethics are challenged, but more so I, I think it’s more an 
issue of trust.  If, if, he’s making those kinds of comments to me, he clearly doesn’t trust 
me.  And he doesn’t trust the system whatsoever.   
He is also aware that many councilors are ill-informed about how labor negotiations 
function.  His Councilors say that they used to have a committee negotiate, instead of the City 
Manager: 
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At that point I need to remind them that they, under City Charter, have a management 
form of government and unless that changes, you’ve directed me to do that ... They, they 
think labor negotiations are all wages.  Ah, they don’t understand that probably at least in 
our discussions, 90% of them can be up to work-related rules, ah, uniform allowances, 
ah, extra pay for ah, ah, being a field training officer.  All those other issues, they think 
we’re just out there negotiating the 2% pay raise and how much they get for health.  They 
have no comprehension that most of the discussion is on, on ah, shift changes and 
seniority and all that other good stuff.  ... I said ‘OK, Council, you want to be, you, you 
actually suggested that you want to have a Council team negotiate this.  There’s no more 
political group maybe other than a Fire Department in a city than a Police Department.  
And if you really want to tick off your entire Police Department and have them organize 
candidates against you, ah, because you’re not going to negotiate in good faith with them, 
that would be the best way to do it.’   
Before Chris Tolbert started as Administrator, an Interim Administrator was wrapping up 
contracts. All of the contracts had the same language on vacations, and all were supposed to be 
structured that way. It appeared one unit accidently made changes that were not caught, and as a 
result, this unit now has a better vacation accumulation benefit than other units.   
Consistency - or rather, lack of it - is a bugbear for Quinn Nowacki, too, “I mean it’s 
really been a lot of myself and the labor attorney, you know, trying to figure out how to, how to 
be consistent in terms of having one, one plan for the whole county and not treating one group 
differently then another, so.  I’m much more involved ... than I’ve ever been before.” 
Elected officials can be inconsistent or unclear in their messages, too. Ulysses Needham 
says:  
Sometimes the elected officials will send mixed messages because there are multiple 
people involved and you kind of have to work through what’s going to be acceptable to 
the majority of the Council, and so it’s a fragile balance.  When you talk to the elected 
officials in closed session on the labor negotiations and on one hand, people are saying, 
‘Well, you know they have to worry about cost and the impact on the budget to avoid tax 
increases’,  and then at the same time they say ‘You know we want to treat everybody 
fairly and nice.   
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Needham is also acutely aware of how personal negotiations can become for the manager 
in the middle: 
Labor negotiations is going to become personal no matter what people say, it’s ah, certain 
win-loss thought position.  So, it is ah, ah, kind of ah dangerous thing for the 
Administrator in terms of how much they are involved in the negotiations and whether 
they become, whether it becomes personalized to them ... Sometimes it would be easier to 
take the easy route and not try to point out what you have as a professional obligation to 
point out to your elected officials as well as the employee groups.  But I always felt we 
had at least an obligation to, to inform the Council, ah, you know, what’s the impact and 
the obligations of something rather than just ah, you know, gloss over it...Some of the 
union people, can be pretty good about the ah, you know, ah, subtle, ah, threats and subtle 
encouragements that, ah, you have to separate the, ah, bull shit that is just part of the 
natural bantering of, ah, labor negotiations with some things that you get touchy and 
pointing at people and making subtle threats or offers to make your life a lot easier.   
Needham’s approach, as the person in the middle of all this, is to “hold the line, but be 
nice.”   
Urban Itasca discusses the multiple concerns of a Manager during negotiations: 
A good County Administrator or City Manager, you know, our interest should be in 
trying to get a deal done.  Now that doesn’t mean you give away the store ... what you 
were trying to accomplish was a labor stability ... What’s the price that you should expect 
to pay in order to get that labor stability?  Um, and if you could achieve labor stability, it 
became a key ingredient, I think, in trying to bring about some organizational changes.  
You, you needed to not have everybody threatening to picket while you are trying to 
create a high performing public organization ... I don’t say that I ever had to lie to County 
Board members, but once the union members side left the table, I certainly would pick up 
the, the union’s arguments and say, “This one, this is a crock of crap.  I think that’s just a 
red herring they are trying to throw at you to try to get you to, to a, you know, that they 
are going to drop, that they’re not serious about.  Here’s another one though that I think, 
this one, they are probably serious about and here is why I think so.” ... I’m taking the 
union’s Business Agent’s best arguments and carrying them.  I thought that was the way 
to get a decent deal done, at least it worked for me.   
Itasca discusses the ethical dilemma of receiving the same increase as the unions, despite 
being a non-union employee.  He wonders whether he can suspend his own judgment and own 
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interests enough to represent the organization.  To do this, he tries to take a holistic view of what 
he believes the organization’s interests to be.  
Chris Tolbert discusses the ethics of negotiating in good faith as an Administrator, when 
there is simply no economic room at all to maneuver. In this situation, management typically 
comes in with more power and will tell the union that they cannot move on any requests.  
Understandably, the union perceives this as failing to negotiate in good faith. It also puts the 
person in the middle - the Administrator - in an uncomfortable position. 
Ethical dilemmas are common for managers. Bill Smith was involved in a situation in 
which he felt bad for employees because a new negotiation process meant they would get far 
fewer benefits.  Yet, as an administrator, he felt good, because this led to lower costs.   
Eli Utica discusses the dilemmas involved in improving the financial situation of his 
County by undoing retiree health insurance: 
When I came out here, the County’s liability, unfunded liability for the OPEB [Other 
Post-Employee Benefits] liability, primarily for retirees ah, the health insurance area was 
2.6 billion dollars and, um, so we instituted a program, or basically froze the employer’s 
contribution. We stopped providing retirees’ health insurance to new hires and a number 
of other things.  We actually brought that number down to about 900 million dollars now.  
... We had a bond that is going to get paid off next year which would be about 32 million 
dollars and we desperately need to put money into our infrastructure ... there was a 
commitment by the Board that we were going to use that money towards infrastructure.  
Now the Board is saying, well we should use that money toward salary and benefits, 
specifically, the health insurance ... our legacy is really that want to have left the County 
in better shape than when we got here.  The hurdle is that this could very well undo that.”  
 
The conflict between transparency and confidentiality is a challenge for Utica.  “They 
want everything transparent”, he says, and “which is great, except it makes it very difficult here 
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to essentially run a business.  They have one supervisor who has walked in with the media and so 
it’s not at all unusual that I get a call from him saying, ‘Can you get the following information 
for me.’ A few minutes later, Utica will receive a call from the supervisor’s favorite newspaper 
reporter, asking for the same information.  When the supervisor wanted any correspondence 
(email or otherwise) to a majority of the board to automatically be available online, stating the 
“democracy is messy”, Utica responded “Yes, but democracy shouldn’t be stupid.” 
It can be similarly frustrating for Administrators when a governing board decides not to 
act on the Administrator’s recommendations.  Scott Olson recommended a percentage on the 
base salary schedule each year, and added a step to the salary range system in the third year of 
the contract.  He did this because market rate research indicated his County was falling behind its 
nine-county comparison group. The Board opted not to include the step increase on the salary 
schedule. Unfortunately, the situation deteriorated to the point at which, in another three-year 
contract, an extra step in each of the three years was needed in order to catch up with the market. 
There can be an almost automatic mistrust by labor of the position of Administrator.  
Nelson Perbix experiences such mistrust, with a union representative asking, “We like you, 
Nelson, and we respect you, but how do we really know that you are able to speak, for the 
Commissioners or that you are able to influence them such that the majority will go along for 
it?”  Despite feeling defensive, Perbix responded, “’I will do my best to communicate your view 
points to them, and for me to communicate the Commissioner’s viewpoints to you in hopes that 
we can come to an agreement’, and then I tried to go into the pitch that, you know, if we work 
together on this health care costs, I see it as a potential win-win and not a win-lose.”    
As well as dealing with such mistrust, Perbix gets frustrated with the arbitration process:   
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They seem to want to focus on sort of, you know, cutting it halfway so every side gets a 
little something, without really looking, at, you know, what’s really right for the overall 
organization and so that frustrates me, um, knowing that we may lose because an entity 
has the right to go to arbitration what’s the right thing to do. 
Other Administrators feel the numerous pressures of being in the middle. Elwood 
Emerson, for example, says:  
You walk a tight rope, try to figure out what is palpable [feasible] with the board and try 
to weigh what the bargaining groups will accept.  You kind, you kind of set up 
parameters with the board, if it does not look like you will be able to meet those 
parameters then you go back to the board to get further instructions. 
Along similar lines, Monica Lee says that she wants what’s best for the organization, 
admitting that at times, that can be “messy”: 
But I feel that that’s part of our role… to do what’s best for the taxpayers and best for the 
business for the County as a whole and you know that you certainly don’t want to be cold 
about that, people have mortgages, kids, car payments, and those sorts of things when 
you are dealing with layoffs and that is never easy.   
“Messy”, indeed, was one situation she dealt with. A consultant was hired in relation to a 
classification and compensation study.  It was supposed to be a clean and straightforward 
process, after which negotiations could begin. However, with the consultant delaying, the unions 
refused to negotiate. Perhaps understandably, they wanted to know in which classifications their 
people were going to fall, and to negotiate wages based on this.  Additionally, the Board was 
divided, with some members questioning the study, the consultant, Lee herself, and her 
department’s ability to get things done.   
Nick Quality also knows how difficult it can be when agreements are not reached 
between the two parties: 
When agreements are walked away from that’s when the trust level really decreases and 
that can put a little strain on the administration.    As Administrator you think that you 
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can put things professionally aside and understand that sometimes that can be difficult 
but you never like seeing staff frustrated.  That leads to moral issues at work that leads to 
some loss of productivity, it’s not necessarily a good working environment so they try to 
avoid that as much as possible but sometimes it’s impossible to do. 
It is also difficult when a County Board changes its mind on its bargaining position, as 
Urban Itasca experienced. In establishing the County labor negotiating positions, his County 
Board had agreed that they would go along with an agreement.  Yet, by the time it came to 
ratifying the contract they had changed their minds, due to the effective job of “sabre rattling” 
that a minority of the Board County Board had done an in the interim. From this difficult 
situation, Itasca learned to keep the period between the “proposal” and “disposal” of an action as 
short as possible.   
Eddy Kohn describes a similar situation in which his Board flipped on its decision, 
leaving him stuck in the middle.  He describes feeling about two inches tall after he gave his 
word to the union that the County Board would support the agreement reached. One Board 
member flipped, creating a 3-2 majority.  The two minority members were aghast, and 
questioned the majority’s ethics and credibility. (Unfortunately, the County Board later 
terminated Kohn with the same 3-2 majority). 
Administrators are in a particularly difficult position when they disagree with the Board’s 
direction.  Of such a situation, Elle Ingram says:  
It sucked.  Yeah, it was just a real tough spot to be able to look at, you know, at the table 
and say, you are absolutely right, but there is an overriding issue here that I need to 
follow the direction of the Board ... Just that honest assessment of the environment, 
knowing what I think is in the best interest of the organization, but politically the will 
isn’t there, time hadn’t been spent to really work with the employees to really get them to 
understand how things could be better.  Some of it was just timing, but it was just, you 
know, heart full to know that it could be a lot better, but knowing that you can only do so 
much. 
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Figure 2 illustrated the stages, influences and the complexity of the person in the middle. 
The examples of governmental labor negotiations used in this chapter, viewed through the lens 
of Goffman’s Theory of theatrical production, demonstrate that they contain many of the 
elements of a complex theatrical performance.  Goffman’s theory explains how the public, 
cameras, and media influence what is acted out on the stage; the same applies to the theatrical 
stage (public meetings) of labor negotiations.  The theory and the research illustrate the freedoms 
of the backstage - as a space to privately prepare, practice, and negotiate without the 
impingement of outside influences. Influencing both the spaces (stage and backstage) are 
interactions of power, politics, relationships, managed  - and participated in -  by the 
administrator in the middle, who juggles the complexities and dilemmas of this difficult role.  
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CHAPTER SIX 
INTERPRETATION/DISCUSSION 
In this chapter, I will discuss the themes that emerged from my data analysis and 
explain the broader importance as it relates to the city and county managers and administrators 
experience working with an elected board and labor unions on labor negotiations while being the 
person in the middle of the negotiations.  Additionally, I will discuss the implications of this 
research, the limitations of this work and future research suggestions.  In addition, I will further 
discuss my personal biases that were referenced in the introduction that might have influenced 
my perceptions while conducting and describing this study. 
Findings 
 The city, county managers and administrators that were participants in the study revealed 
themes that were supportive of the theories applied in the dissertation. The negotiation process 
tests the city and county managers’ and administrators’ ability to maintain fiscal restraint, serve 
and please an elected board, satisfy employees, and survive the negotiation process without 
losing the support and credibility of the board, employees and the public.  My research question 
revealed significant themes, “How do city and county managers engaged in labor negotiations 
describe and make meaning of their experience?”   
 The theory applied and that best describes the activities is that we all behave as if in a 
theatrical production which works as an overly simplified way of understanding our professional, 
social and private interactions, yet arguably, we do all play different roles in the “productions” 
that are our of life at work, at home and elsewhere.  To understand such productions, we need to 
pay attention to both of what is public and what are private theatrical productions and that what 
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influences those performances taking place to fully understand, and predict, the future course of 
actions.   
The relationship between the city or county managers is further tested during labor 
negotiations with employees because the settlement involves taxpayer dollars levied by an 
elected political board.  These are dollars that we all pay including our neighborhoods, friends 
and family.  The board answers to the public regarding the size of the settlement and the cost of 
contracts to taxpayers, putting the board members in danger of losing local support and re-
election. The manager or administrator is further challenged in that they serve at-will meaning 
they can be removed from their position at any given time the City Council or County Board 
deems appropriate. This is definitely occasionally done with the help of outside influences such 
as politics or relationships. 
This study examined the experiences that city and county managers and administrators 
have while negotiating, on behalf of their elected governing board, to execute labor agreements 
with collective bargaining units for their employees. These experiences happen both in the open 
view of the front stage and all around the front stage including the back stage or stages. 
General Findings 
In analyzing the interviews by the participants, many relayed that either they or their 
positions were put in a compromising position in the middle of labor negotiations.  Many cited 
the challenges of doing the right thing for the organization, treating employees fairly, respecting 
tax payer dollars, and carrying out the wishes of the board or council along with doing it within 
the allowed laws that govern this work.  Balancing all of these while having the reality that the 
board or council can terminate their position at any time created real tension in many of the 
participants. One of these tensions that were not often stated, but very real, is the fact that these 
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managers and administrators need their jobs and paycheck to support themselves and their 
families. This left many feeling that their position in the middle was pulled in many directions 
while they strive to do what is best for the organization under the direction of an elected board or 
council. 
The interviews reflected many managers or administrators in the middle observing 
unethical situations or unprofessional behavior.  In many cases it was reported that such behavior 
occurred in the back stages and that those same individuals would never behave in that nature in 
front of a camera or on the front stage. Edelman (1998) viewed these as political spectacles as 
political constructions embodied in political actions.  The spectacles are designed consciously 
and unconsciously to gain public support for particular courses of actions, positions or 
ideologies.  In most cases these officials expressed regret for their behavior. In some of the cases 
the city or county manager was left explaining or partially covering tracks of damaged 
relationships.  In some cases the manager did not want to know exactly what had occurred 
leaving them out of touch as to the reality of things that occurred. In some cases these 
relationships were never repaired and in some cases these instances caused the elected official to 
lose their next election.  Years later in future labor negotiations the employer was left with 
dealing with disparaging remarks from history. 
The participants revealed numerous outside influences from economics, political 
affiliations, genealogical, external community relationships, labor affiliations, and sometimes 
historic influences.  These influences often times caused one or more of the elected boards or 
councils to change or be influenced in their position.  In true theatrical fashion sometimes these 
influences only changed the acting role of the actor on the front stage while the bargaining 
positon did not change on the back stage. 
‐ 86 ‐ 
 
In some cases the participants described deals that had been clearly made outside of the 
prescribed process.  Often times these orchestrated deals are not thoroughly looked into, but it is 
important to note that all decisions are to be made in front of the public after the implementation 
of the “Sunshine Laws.” These occurrences are to be expected according to Edelman’s theory of 
political spectacle, but the part the part that was not expected is the wide range of deals and the 
broad range of organizational impacts and lack of recognition of historical organizational trends. 
In a few cases the elected officials expressed that they would take care of getting the deal done 
which was not always consistent with the position of the employer or for the good of the 
organization. 
In many cases administrators or managers discussed being the person in the middle of 
split votes or split positions. These administrators and managers described extremely tough 
situations as they are supposed to work and please the entire board and council while you could 
have a 3-2 vote on the position the employer wishes to bargain for.  Working through 3-2 splits 
while trying to stay employed put some administrators and managers in very difficult positions. 
In one case an administrator described the process of getting terminated as a witch hunt. 
However rare it is, a number of administrators and managers reported being given a 
certain direction by their governing board or council to negotiate from, and later finding out that 
there had been a change of management positions. How did the change in position occur? In 
most cases the administrator would probably not want to know as it likely entails some actions 
that are not exactly open to the public. In some cases the manager would find this out while 
making a labor agreement and sometimes they even found out after the fact while bringing the 
agreement to a vote for ratification or approval of the contract.  This really makes it tough for the 
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manager or administrator to maintain credibility when the position of management is changed in 
and around the negotiation process. 
Additional Finding 
One finding specific for graduate programs in public management is that very few of the 
participants had actually had any specific courses in public sector labor negotiations.  Nearly all 
of the city and county managers and administrators got their experience at the bargaining table 
and several citied a specific person who essentially mentored them through the experience of 
labor negotiations.  Many said this was extremely helpful in finding what works and what does 
not. there is room and a great opportunity for public sector graduate programs to add labor 
negotiations as a specific class with a possible practicum for credit as this is a huge part of city 
and county manager and administrator jobs. Personally, having the opportunity to have a 
practicum to either participate or observe actual public sector labor negotiations would have been 
a huge opportunity as I graduated with a Master’s in Public Administration with very limited city 
or county management experience.  This was also true with my Master’s in Business 
Administration program. 
Limitations of the Study 
In reviewing the scope of this study there are naturally some design limitations.  The 
results were very positive; however, because I only looked at City and County Managers and 
Administrators in the United States, these findings may not translate to all public sector 
managers or administrators. It is important to note when applying findings from these study to 
other areas of the world that one has to pay attention to relevant differences in how organizations 
treat and recognize organized labor and union negotiations.  However with the consistency in the 
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patterns of results, I believe the results might still be widely applicable as they will help City and 
County Managers and Administrators in all parts of the world. 
Another slight limitation is that this study was a bit regionally based to the Midwestern 
part of the United States simply because the Midwestern part of the United States contains the 
largest number of organized labor unions.  It was additionally in part due to the fact that I have 
the best professional connections with the managers in the Midwestern part of the United States 
as I have largely lived and worked in the Midwestern part of the United States. Even though all 
of the participants have worked in the Midwestern part of the United States many of them have 
worked with labor unions outside of the Midwest.   With the consistency in the themes of results 
I believe the results might still be widely applicable as they will help City and County Managers 
and Administrators in all parts of the world with labor unions. 
I was seeking broader experiences from seasoned city and county managers so we did not 
get the experiences of relatively new city or county managers and administrators.  In order to get 
these experiences of seasoned city or county manager, I sought a minimum of 3 years of 
experience serving cities or counties that have a minimum population of 20,000, and an 
employee pool greater than 200.  This was done to get more experiences and draw greater 
meaning to their experiences due to their length of tenure in city and county management 
specifically in labor negotiations. 
Researcher Bias 
As disclosed in the introduction, I have served as a City and County Manager for the past 
24 years so I do believe this provides myself as the researcher with some background on what to 
look for in this research area, but with this it creates some bias as I have served as the person in 
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the middle and still continue to this day.  Additionally having worked in this field for a long 
duration, I obviously know many of the participants and the intricacies of their organizations 
quite well. I have made every attempt to make sure this knowledge helped the research without 
impacting the findings. 
Suggestions for Future Study 
There are two areas that I would recommend further research using these theories with 
City, County Managers and Administrators.   The first area is that I would recommend 
interviewing business agents and labor representatives involved in public sector labor 
negotiations to get their insight and perceptions on the meaning they saw city and county 
managers receive while acting as the person in the middle of labor negotiations.  The second area 
that I would recommend is a similar study that focuses on the meaning that city, county 
managers and administrators discerned by being the person in the middle all the time.  
Combining this area along with this study is considerably worthwhile to investigate in the near 
future as I believe a person could have a very valuable text book for people in public 
administration careers. 
Conclusion 
In spite of the extreme challenges that were often reported by city, county managers and 
administrators about the challenges of being the person in the middle of an elected board and 
labor unions during labor negotiations, city, county management was reported as a very 
rewarding career.  If interviews were held about success stories and major accomplishments 
some of the work and accomplishments these managers have done would literally make people 
extremely pleased, and proud about the great work that is taking place with public officials and 
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public servants. Hopefully this research has merely provided meaning and the opportunity for 
others to learn from the experiences of these participants that participated in this research. This 
research should help current practitioners and future individuals in their careers in city and 
county management better understand the process of labor negotiations and the roles we all play 
as these are important roles to carry out the public charge of city, county management in the 
most efficient, well managed fashion. 
Edelman and Goffman should help these practitioners understand the productions and 
spectacles that occur around them.  Although there are differences between city and counties, 
organized labor and non-organized labor these productions and spectacles will occur just on 
different stages, with different actors and different influences.  Managing from the middle is the 
ultimate challenge that managers are paid to navigate given the spectacles and the productions.   
It should not be a surprise to managers that knowingly get into this public political field 
that they are or will be working in a highly uncontrollable field.  Managers are trained to work in 
a highly structured field utilizing professional processes with professionals.  The reality of not 
being able to control processes and outcomes given the spectacles and productions cannot be 
over emphasized enough.  Public managers should expect the unexpectable, and should expect to 
see things that you quite frankly imagine would not occur in this professional structured field.  
Be ready to expect the unexpected, you will see things that you quite frankly can’t make up. 
In conclusion the rewards of city and county management definitely outweigh some of 
the negative aspects that participants described.  In all fairness to the research we were looking 
for the challenges to help draw meaning of these experiences for future public servants.  If this 
line of work was easy and without controversy and risk everyone would be doing it.  I am just 
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thankful to all of those who have and do step up to the plate and say they are ready to serve the 
public in whatever capacity it may be.  I am also thankful for all the elected officials that have 
chosen to serve their communities and fellow citizens. 
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Appendixes 
 
Appendix A—Interviewee Solicitation Email 
 
Title: The Person in the Middle: A Study of the Challenges City and County Managers Confront 
During Labor Negotiations Between Political Boards and Employees | Research Opportunity 
 
Good Morning/Afternoon, 
 
I am a County Manager in Minnesota and I am also currently enrolled in the Doctorate Program 
in Leadership at the University of St. Thomas. My research interests include analyzing the 
dilemmas city and county managers find themselves in while being involved labor negotiations 
between an elected board and an organized labor union.  This research is important as city and 
county managers often times find themselves in unique dilemmas. 
 
I have selected you as a potential research participant because of your work as a City or County 
Manager involved in labor negotiation in the United States. I am requesting your permission to 
participate in an initial 30-60 minute interview as part of my research. 
 
Your participation is completely voluntary. Your decision to participate (or decline) and 
subsequent interview results are confidential—I will disclose neither your involvement nor 
identity. 
 
If you are interested in participating or have questions about the study, please notify me by 
responding to this email or phone (###-###-####), and we can discuss a time and location to 
conduct our interview. If you wish to decline, no response is necessary. 
 
Thank you for your consideration, 
Scott 
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Appendix B 
Message from Sarah Muenster‐Blakley:  
 
Date: May 24, 2017 
                
To: Scott Arneson 
                
From: Sarah Muenster‐Blakley, Institutional Review Board                  
 
Project Title: [1060980‐1] The Person in the Middle: A Study of the Challenges City and County 
Managers Confront During Labor Negotiations Between Political Boards and Employees.  
 
Reference: New Project         
 
Action: Project Approved               
 
Approval Date: May 24, 2017 
 
Expiration: May 23, 2018 
 
 
Dear Scott:  
 
I have read your protocol and approved your project as reflected in the modifications that you 
submitted.  Please note that all research conducted in connection with this project title must be done in 
accordance with this approved submission. 
 
Please remember that informed consent is a process beginning with a description of the project and 
assurance that the project is understood by the participants and their signing of the approved consent 
form. The informed consent process must continue throughout the project via a dialogue between you 
and your research participants. Federal law requires that each person participating in this study receive 
a copy of the consent form. All research records relating to participant consent must be retained for a 
minimum of three years after completion of the project. 
 
Amendments or changes to targeted participants, risk level, recruitment, research procedures, or the 
consent process as approved by the IRB must be reviewed and approved by the IRB prior to your making 
changes to your research study. No changes may be made without IRB approval except to eliminate 
apparent immediate hazards to the participant.  
 
Any problems involving project participants or others must be reported to the IRB within one (1) 
business day of the principal investigator’s knowledge of the problem. Any non‐compliance or 
complaints relating to the project must be reported immediately. 
 
Approval to work with human subjects in connection with this project will expire on May 23, 2018. This 
project requires continuing review on an annual basis. Documentation for continuing review must be 
received at least two weeks prior to the expiration date of May 23, 2018. 
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Please direct questions at any time to Sarah Muenster‐Blakley at (651) 962‐6035 or 
muen0526@stthomas.edu. I wish you success with your project! 
 
Sincerely, 
 
Sarah Muenster‐Blakley, M.A.  
Chair, Institutional Review Board 
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Appendix C 
 
	
Consent	Form	
	
[1060980‐1]	The	Person	in	the	Middle:	A	Study	of	Challenges	City	and	
County	Mangers	Confront	During	Labor	Negotiations	Between	Political	
Boards	and	Employees.	
	
	
 I am conducting a study about the challenges that City and County Managers face while 
negotiating between a political board and employees. I invite you to participate in this research.  You 
were selected as a possible participant because you are involved in public sector negotiations 
through City or County Management.  Please read this form and ask any questions you may have 
before agreeing to be in the study. 
 
You are invited to participate in a research study about the dilemmas that city and county managers 
find themselves in through labor negotiations. You were selected as a possible participant because of	
your	experience	in	city	and	county	management. You are eligible to participate in this study because 
you	have	worked	as	a	city	or	county	manager	in	the	Midwest	and	are	involved	in	labor	negotiations. The 
following information is provided in order to help you make an informed decision whether or not 
you would like to participate. Please read this form and ask any questions you may have before 
agreeing to be in the study. 
 
This study is being conducted by: Scott Arneson and David Rigoni, Department of Leadership at the 
University of St. Thomas. This study was approved by the Institutional Review Board at the University 
of St. Thomas.  
 
 
Background	Information	
	
The purpose of this study is to study how Public Administrator’s, namely City and County 
Managers are often caught in the middle of their employees and their elected Board during 
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employee related matters.  City and County mangers most frequently find themselves 
conflicted during labor negotiations trying to find the middle of a politically acceptable 
settlement from the Board and what employees may find reasonable payment for the work 
they provide.  This often puts a true test to the Managers’ leadership, and ethics skills they 
have polished through work and sometimes through a couple graduate level ethics, 
leadership, and negotiations courses. As part of the study I will be conducting actual 
observations of negotiations and requesting public administrators to complete a research 
survey in regards to their experiences during these times and how their schooling may or 
may not have affected their options. This study will help academic institutions review their 
programs and public administrators better prepare for the situations they may find 
themselves in.  
 
Procedures	
	
If you agree to participate in this study, I will ask you to do the following things: be in this study, I will 
ask you to do the following things: I will be conducting a written survey of City and County Managers 
engaged in negotiations.  The Participants will be expected to answer questions regarding if they had 
specific graduate level course work on how that helped them or did not. The location of these data 
collections will be within cities and counties in the Northwestern Part of Manhattan.  The survey 
should take no more than one hour.  
 
Risks	and	Benefits	of	Being	in	the	Study	
	
The study has risks. There is a possibility that individuals or situations could be identified even though 
unrelated pseudonyms will be used for names and locations.   
 
The direct benefits you will receive for participating are that will have an opportunity to reflect on your 
experience through various lenses and possible see ways that you could handle things differently. 
	
 
Privacy		
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Your privacy will be protected while you participate in this study. Interviews will be conducted over 
the phone in private locations.  Data will be saved on a secured system.	
 
	
Confidentiality	
	
 
The records of this study will be kept confidential.  In any sort of report I publish, I will not include 
information that will make it possible to identify you in any way.   The types of records I will create include 
recordings, transcripts, master list, computer records. All of these items will be locked in my private office 
and I will be the only one to have access to them.   All items will be destroyed at the end of the study. 
 
 
Voluntary	Nature	of	the	Study	
 
Your participation in this study is entirely voluntary. Your decision whether or not to participate will not 
affect your current or future relations with the University of St. Thomas.  If you decide to participate, you 
are free to withdraw at any time up to and until December 31, 2017.  Should you decide to withdraw data 
collected about you will not be used.  You are also free to skip any questions I may ask. 
 
 
Contacts	and	Questions	
	
My name is Scott Arneson.  You may ask any questions you have now.  If you have questions later, you 
may contact me at 651-399-3341 or my dissertation chair Dr. David Rigoni at 651-962-4449.    You may 
also contact the University of St. Thomas Institutional Review Board at 651-962-6035 or 
muen0526@stthomas.edu with any questions or concerns. 
 
	
Statement	of	Consent	
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I have had a conversation with the researcher about this study and have read the above information. 
My questions have been answered to my satisfaction. I consent to participate in the study. I am at 
least 18 years of age. I give permission to be audio recorded during this study. 		
	
You	will	be	given	a	copy	of	this	form	to	keep	for	your	records.	
	
	
	
_______________________________________________________________   ________________ 
Signature	of	Study	Participant	 	 	 	 	 	 Date	
	
_______________________________________________________________    
Print	Name	of	Study	Participant		
	
	
	
	
_______________________________________________________________   ________________ 
Signature	of	Researcher	 	 	 	 	 	 	 Date	
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